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Preface

We are excited to share Coaching Comprehension-Creating Conversation: Nurturing Nar-
ratives (CCCC: NN) with you. The story behind CCCC: NN began more than 10 years ago 
in southern California. Lauren was working with some children who were not engaged, 
motivated, or making expected progress in their language intervention. Some of the 
children were experiencing growing behavior problems. In response to these children’s 
difficulties, she began developing Coaching Comprehension-Creating Conversation, a 
functional, motivating, and fun language intervention approach designed to address lan-
guage and social communication skills that support social and academic growth.  

Meanwhile, in northern California, Chris was having a repeated experience of running into 
stumbling blocks when she attempted to introduce stories into language therapy for chil-
dren who demonstrated more significant language difficulties.  As these children would 
progress to using simple sentence patterns, she often thought it might be time to move 
beyond single sentences into the broader context of simple stories.  She would start 
with a simple two- or three-picture sequence story but, more often than not, the activity 
flopped.  Often, the children did not seem to grasp that the pictures were related or that 
the pictures and text were part of one connected story.  

Chris looked into various narrative therapy approaches, but the ones she found were 
geared for much higher functioning children. Then she learned about the narrative inter-
vention component that Lauren had incorporated into her Coaching Comprehension-
Creating Conversation model.  She was pleased with the results she experienced and 
excited about the potential of narrative-based intervention for lower functioning children. 
Approximately five years ago, Lauren and Chris teamed up to further develop the model, 
and write this book.        

Nurturing Narratives is a story-based language intervention approach that embeds build-
ing language skills into the context of sharing personal narratives and retelling fictional 
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stories. It was developed for children with language impairments that are complicated by 
other developmental issues such as autism and/or intellectual disabilities. Often, a common 
characteristic shared by these children is a severe receptive language deficit.  We agree with 
Twachtman-Cullen (1997), who says that “comprehension [is] … the power that fuels ex-
pression” (p. 9), and believe that using a language intervention framework that emphasizes 
comprehension is critical for facilitating expressive language development. 

The Nurturing Narratives model is comprised of two major components, Tailored Stories and 
the 4 M’s. Tailored Stories contain simplified and/or reformulated story content that matches 
the child’s levels of linguistic and cognitive processing to ensure the child’s understanding 
of the story. Nurturing Narratives includes three levels of Tailored Stories. The story levels 
provide a basic model of language development that can guide interventionists in how to (a) 
modify language directed to the child to facilitate comprehension, (b) create developmentally 
appropriate stories, and (c) direct development of morpho-syntax. 

The story levels broadly follow typical development. Linguistically, Level I focuses on 
establishing simple sentence patterns. Level II addresses expansion of noun and verb 
phrases, and Level III emphasizes complex sentences. Each Level also targets different 
narrative skills: Level I addresses interactive recounting of a simple event, Level lI fosters 
independent retelling of single episode stories, and Level III adds emphasis on charac-
ters’ thoughts and feelings in the story retelling. 

The 4 M’s, the second component of Nurturing Narratives, are key principles for imple-
menting intervention. The 4 M’s include mentoring the child and key adults in the child’s 
life, creating meaningful and manageable learning content, and facilitating mastery 
learning. The 4 M’s guide interventionists to address the child’s unique learning needs by 
using scaffolds and language facilitation strategies that have been well documented in 
the literature (Paul, 2007). 

The 4 M’s blend social-pragmatics and Vygotskian strategies with applied behavior 
analysis.  The first two are referred to as developmental interventions, whereas the third 
is a behavioral intervention. Ingersoll (2010) notes that “therapists from both perspectives 
often incorporate strategies from the other approach to improve child response” (p. 38).

The theoretical base for the components of the Nurturing Narratives model came from 
numerous writers and researchers.  We would like to mention a few of these here. The 
use of stories as both the context and the goal for intervention was influenced by (Lyle, 
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2000) and others who stress the far-reaching importance of narrative in daily life. The 
writings of Judith Johnston (2006) and Marion Blank (2002) have been particularly influ-
ential. Both authors provide useful ideas on simplifying “the learning task through dis-
course engineering” (Johnston, 2006, p. 162). 

“Links to Language” (Blank, McKirdy, & Payne, 1996) and “Teaching Tales” (Blank, McKirdy 
& Payne, 2000) influenced our ideas about language and narrative intervention for children 
with more significant language learning impairments. Arwood, Kaulitz, and Brown’s (2009) 
book on visual thinking strategies provided information on how to create story illustrations 
that support children’s understanding and learning. Norris and Hoffman’s (1993) book on 
the whole-language intervention model was also quite influential.  It illustrates how children 
discover the parts of language as they participate in larger “wholes,” such as stories, and 
provided us with beginning support to use stories as a context for intervention. 

Support for story-based language intervention is growing. Peterson (2010) reviewed eight 
studies on this type of intervention. Results showed that using repeated story retelling 
along with language facilitation procedures with children with language impairment (LI) 
may facilitate improvement in children’s narrative skills and some components of their 
language. However, these studies unfortunately did not address children with severe 
receptive language problems. 

As yet, the Nurturing Narratives model has not been empirically tested. However, guide-
lines for developing Tailored Stories and recommended language intervention strategies 
are based on evidence-based practices (EBP). (Please see Appendix F.) EBP is a frame-
work for clinical decision making that entails “the integration of best research evidence 
with clinical expertise and patient values”  (Sackett, Straus, Richardson, Rosenberg, & 
Haynes, 2000, p. 1).   

To date, clinical results with many children have been favorable.  Feedback about the 
Nurturing Narratives model from speech-language pathologists, teachers, and parents 
has also been positive. They often report that they have gained a better understanding 
of how to adapt their language to match the comprehension needs of individual children 
and have witnessed positive results (in terms of child responsiveness and engagement) 
from doing so. They also note that the Levels help them see where a given child is head-
ed next on the continuum of language and narrative skills, which helps them make ap-
propriate revisions in their own language use and the child’s intervention plan as the child 
progresses.  
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In summary, while the developmental scheme of Nurturing Narratives has not been 
tested in its entirety, there is strong theoretical and empirical support for the teaching 
methods, and there is growing clinical support based on children’s progress. Now that 
the framework has been “manualized,” we invite you to join us in further investigating the 
Nurturing Narratives approach!
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You need only read the first page of Chapter 1 of Nurturing Narratives by Lauren Franke 
and Christine Durbin to understand why every speech-language pathologist, reading 
specialist, and special educator needs to read this book. 

“Narrative understanding is an important, if not the major, cognitive tool 
through which all human beings in all cultures make sense of the world” 
(Lyle, 2000, p. 9).

“Longitudinal students have shown that narrative is the best predictor of 
outcomes for children with language disorders [including those with ASD] 
both in preschool (Bishop & Edmundson, 1987) and in elementary school” 
(Botting, Faragher, Know, Simkin, & Conti-Ramsden, 2001).

Narratives help our children and youth with ASD learn to:
��Relate the events of the day
��Learn literacy skills
��Problem solve
��Converse with others
��Take the perspective of others
��Develop comprehension skills
��Understand emotions
��Develop flexibility
��Engage in play and social interactions with others
��Develop vocabulary
��Understand and express cause and effect
��Sequence events
��Use appropriate grammar and syntax
��Increase self-esteem, confidence, and motivation
��And so forth …
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In short, narrative skills help all of us, including our learners on the spectrum, to partici-
pate in the world with greater understanding.

And shouldn’t this be our primary goal as educators and mentors?

Nurturing Narratives allows educational professionals to teach literacy skills in a man-
ner that is compatible with the learning style of individuals with ASD.  With this resource, 
literacy instruction in the classroom becomes a meaningful activity for our learners with 
ASD. They gain skills that will help them across their lifespan – from interacting with oth-
ers on the playground to asking for help from a community member to discussing with 
a supervisor why a new procedure is needed to explaining effectively to a police officer 
why they were speeding. 

Franke and Durbin, who have a unique understanding of school and clinical practice as 
well as the relevant research, present this evidence-based practice (see Appendix F) with 
step-by-step instructions. The book is comprehensive, yet easy to read and implement. 
At the risk of sounding cliché … this is a must-read that can change the lives of individu-
als with ASD and related disabilities.

– Brenda Smith Myles, Ph.D., a consultant with the Ziggurat Group, is the recipient of the 
2004 Autism Society of America’s Outstanding Professional Award and the 2006 Princeton 
Fellowship Award. She has written numerous articles and books on Asperger Syndrome and 
autism, including Asperger Syndrome and Difficult Moments: Practical Solutions for Tantrums, 
Rage, and Meltdowns (with Southwick) and Asperger Syndrome and Adolescence: Practical 
Solutions for School Success (with Adreon). The latter is the winner of the Autism Society of 
America’s 2002 Outstanding Literary Work.
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Section I:  Introduction 
and Philosophy of 

Nurturing Narratives 
 

Nurturing Narratives is a narrative-based language therapy approach that evolved during the 
quest to answer the question …

How do we as speech-language pathologists help children with the most 
challenging language impairments develop skills with one of the most 
challenging linguistic forms – the narrative?

Nurturing Narratives differs from existing narrative therapies.  Most other approaches were 
developed for children who have language impairments that are milder or less complicated.  
Further, other narrative therapies are often based on teaching children the components of 
story grammar and start with fully developed stories. Nurturing Narratives, in contrast, was 
developed primarily for children who are not yet ready for a story-grammar approach. It 
begins with foundation skills for stories, followed by the developmental progression of 
narrative skills through three levels.  

This book was written for speech-language pathologists (SLPs) and others who are men-
tored by SLPs. It is divided into three sections consisting of (a) an overview of the back-
ground and treatment principles of Nurturing Narratives, (b) guidelines for creating individu-
alized Tailored Stories, and (c) guidelines for conducting Story Lessons (Nurturing Narratives 
intervention sessions) using evidence-based therapy techniques.  

Section I reviews the background and principles of Nurturing Narratives.  It includes 
information about:


