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Abstract

Introduction: Narratives are enriched by taking the perspective of the protagonists,

which can be expressed using reported speech. Nevertheless, the use of reported

speech is unaddressed internationally among individuals with Down syndrome.

Method: Narratives of 28 children and adolescents with Down syndrome were col-

lected using a non-verbal picture book. Occurrence and forms of reported speech

were analysed and compared to typically-developing children (TD; n = 33).

Results: Participants from both populations use reported speech in their narratives

with a comparable proportion. Nevertheless, differences appear concerning forms of

direct speech with persons with Down syndrome using more free direct speech than

TD-children.

Discussion: The results suggest that children and adolescents are able to implement

the use of reported speech regardless of their syntactic impairments. Concerning the

occurring forms of direct speech, the results might point to cognitive impairments

that manifest in limited consideration of the interlocutor's knowledge.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Narratives play an important role in our everyday communication. In

this context, taking the perspective of the characters is essential. This

has been shown not only to support story comprehension

(Kim, 2015), but also to be a central feature of narratives (Tompkins

et al., 2013). Taking the protagonist's perspective is not something

that children do from the beginning, but rather, like many aspects of

storytelling, develops gradually. There is a link between cognitive

development and storytelling, as empathising with others involves,

among other abilities, the Theory of Mind (Tompkins et al., 2019).

Linguistically, narrators have a variety of means at their disposal

for marking the perspective of protagonists (overview in Van Krieken

et al., 2017). Some of them, for example, metaphorical language or the

use of specific verbs such as the so-called mental state verbs

(e.g., want and think), have already been addressed extensively in

research. Less frequently, there is a focus on the use of (in-)direct

speech (e.g., ‘(Lena says:) I like snow!’, ‘Lena says that she likes

snow’.), although this type of utterances occurs frequently in both

oral and written narratives. Different generic terms are used for this

linguistic device (overview in Spronck & Nikitina, 2019); in this article,

the term reported speech is applied.

Nordqvist (2001a) dated first utterances in direct speech to the

age of 2;2 years, whereas indirect speech appeared at 3;0 years in the

Swedish-speaking children studied. In this investigation, 4-year-old

children were better able to respond to the listeners’ prior knowledge
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and to linguistically indicate perspective-shifting than 3-year-old par-

ticipants (full analyses and data of older comparison groups in

Neitzel & Penke, 2021b). Results from Li et al. (2022) imply that

speakers are more likely to use direct than indirect speech in conver-

sational situations to which they feel socially connected, and that the

different forms of reported speech might thus go beyond a mere vari-

ation of syntactic possibilities. Spronck and Nikitina (2019) even pro-

pose to categorise reported speech as a syntactic domain of its own.

The (linguistic) change of perspective represents an aspect of nar-

rative ability which might be limited in persons with language disor-

ders. This could be especially true for individuals with Down

syndrome, who show language impairments and mild to moderate

cognitive impairments (Grieco et al., 2015). Deficits in narrative per-

formance are repeatedly described in the literature for this group of

individuals (overview in Segal & Pesco, 2015; for German:

Neitzel, 2023), however, individuals with Down syndrome also fre-

quently show limitations in Theory of Mind, for example, with regard

to recognising that other individuals are subject of a false assumption

(False Belief; cf. Neitzel & Penke, 2021a).

Although linguistic perspective-taking skills constitute a significant

aspect of narrative ability, they have hardly been addressed for individ-

uals with Down syndrome. There is some research on the use of mental

state verbs in speakers with Down syndrome (including Channell, 2020;

Neitzel & Penke, 2021b). Moreover, Neitzel (2022) was able to show

that cognitive perspective-taking abilities (in this case Theory of Mind)

cannot necessarily be inferred from linguistic perspective-taking perfor-

mances in a narrative. Due to the limited scope of this brief report, the

reader is referred here to Neitzel and Penke (2021b) for general consid-

erations on perspective taking and language impairments in people with

Down syndrome. An open question is, however, what means of linguis-

tic perspective-shifting are available to people with Down syndrome in

the first place and how can they be adequately investigated.

This brief report provides insight into ongoing research on

perspective-taking in narratives of children and adolescents with Down

syndrome. Although reported speech is mentioned as a criterion for

advanced narrative performance, for example, in the Narrative Scoring

Scheme (NSS; Heilmann et al., 2010), which can be used to score narra-

tives through a point system, no research is currently available on the

use of reported speech in narratives addressing this population. Due to

the described limitations in narrative ability and (non-verbal)

perspective-shifting in the form of Theory of Mind, it seems interesting

to address this research gap. This brief report intends to conduct an

explorative analysis of the occurrence of reported speech in narrative

samples of children and adolescents with Down syndrome and to pro-

vide a comparison to individuals with typical language development.

2 | METHODS

2.1 | Participants

This brief report presents the results of 28 children and adolescents

with Down syndrome (15 f., 13 m.) who were investigated on several

dates as part of a larger research project on narrative abilities. They

were aged 10 to 20;01 years (mean age: 14;05 years; in yy;mm). All

participants grew up as monolingual German speakers and were

recruited for study participation through professional media, social

media, and parent support groups. The study received a positive ethical

vote from the Medical Faculty of the University of Cologne (No. of

approval 18-121). Comparison data was used from a CHILDES-corpus

by Berman and Slobin (1994) including the narrative transcripts of

typically-developing (TD) 3-, 5- and 9-year-old children. Nonverbal

mental age was used as a measure of cognition in the current study.

Mental age was calculated based on assessments using the Reasoning

scale of the SON-R 2 ½–7 (Tellegen et al., 2007), which includes three

subtests: categories, analogies, and situations. The characteristics of the

participants are presented in Table 1. Since the mean mental age over

the group with Down syndrome was 5;03 years, the 5-year-old

TD-children serve as a (mental) age equivalent control group. A younger

control group — 3-year-old children, since reported speech should

occur at this age at the earliest (Nordqvist, 2001a, 2001b) — and an

older control group (9-year-old children) were included in the analyses.

2.2 | Narrative measures

The analyses presented here on the use of reported speech were con-

ducted on the basis of the so-called Frog Story (non-verbal picture

book ‘Frog, where are you?’; Mayer, 2003), a material consisting of

24 black and white pictures frequently used internationally to elicit

narratives (cf. methodological discussion in Stirling et al., 2014). The

book was initially flipped through once with no language input with

the experimenter. Then, the child was asked to tell the story with pic-

ture support. No help was given here, only nonspecific queries were

asked (e.g., ‘What is happening?’; procedure based on Reilly

et al., 2004). The Frog Story transcripts were also used to calculate

the mean utterance length (MLU) in words, which is common in Ger-

man. Table 1 shows the values of MLU for all participants. However,

high values in the group with Down syndrome do not necessarily indi-

cate advanced sentence formation skills in this target group, but

rather reflect a morpho-syntactic impairment with a lot of sentence

entanglements, as Neitzel and Penke (2021b) were able to show for

the present sample. The participants in the present sample showed

strengths in vocabulary and language comprehension in a comprehen-

sive battery of language tests, whereas they showed predominantly

impaired performance in the production of complex syntax (results in

Neitzel & Penke, 2022). The full narrative transcripts of the included

participants are freely available through the CHILDES-database

(https://childes.talkbank.org/access/Frogs/German-Neitzel.html).

2.3 | Data analysis

With regard to the forms of reported speech, three different types

were distinguished in the present analyses, following Nordqvist

(2001a, 2001b):
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(1). Free direct speech; e.g., ‘max schhhht* ich seh mal da schhht

— ich seh mal da hinten nach’. — ‘max schhhht* i'll check

schhht — i'll check back there’ (child P17) (*quiet sound).

(2). Framed direct speech; e.g., ‘de biene sagt: warum so laut bel-

len?’ — ‘the bee says: why barking so loud?’ (P12).
(3). Indirect speech; e.g., ‘das kind sagt der hund soll leise sein’ —

‘the child says the dog should be quiet’. (P15).

The mentioned forms (1)–(3) represent different syntactic struc-

tures, whereby the speech content could be presented variably in each

case. The example of embedded direct speech (2) could also have been

presented using free direct speech (1) — “Why bark so loudly?’ — or

indirect speech (3) — ‘The bees ask why the dog barks so loudly’. Thus,
it is a syntactic variation, which, however, provides insights into the

morpho-syntactic abilities of the children and adolescents studied. At

the same time, findings from the literature suggest that syntactic con-

texts are not chosen completely arbitrarily (cf. Li et al., 2022). Since a

single utterance with speech content could also be considered a chance

hit or some kind of imitation, a criterion of ≥ two utterances including

reported speech was the inclusion criterion for the subsequent analyses.

All analyses were computed using SPSS 29.0 (IBM Corp, 2022).

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Occurrence of reported speech in narratives

In a first step, it was analysed how many children of the different

groups used reported speech when the criterion of ≥ two utterances

including reported speech in the narratives was applied. This was

true for 67% of individuals with Down syndrome (19/28), 25% of

3-year-old children (3/12), 36% of 5-year-old children (4/11) and

50% of 9-year-old children (5/10). These participants (n = 31) were

included in the following analyses. The sub-group of 19 individuals

with Down syndrome had a mean mental age of 5;5 years (SD

1;4 years, range 3;5–8;00 years). Table 2 displays the number of

total utterances in the Frog story narrative per group as well as the

proportion of utterances in the narrative samples of individuals with

Down syndrome and TD. Remarkably, the overall proportions are

constant across age groups in TD-children and comparable to the

proportion shown by individuals with Down syndrome. A non-

parametric group comparison (Mann–Whitney-U-test) between the

two groups with Down syndrome and the TD-population yielded no

significant difference.

TABLE 1 Participant characteristics and mean mental age across the groups with Down syndrome (DS) and typical development (TD), aged 3,
5 or 9 years (taken from Berman & Slobin, 1994).

in y;mm

Group DS

(n = 28)

Group TD3

(n = 12)

Group TD5

(n = 11)

Group TD9

(n = 10)

Chronological age

Mean (SD) 14;05 (2;06) 3;08 (0;02) 5;04 (0;04) 9;06 (0;05)

Range 10;00–20;01 3;03–3;11 5;00–5;11 9;00–9;11

Mental age

(SON-R 2 ½–7)

Mean (SD) 5.03 (1.02) – – –

Range 3.05–8;00

MLU (in words)

Mean (SD) 7.00 (2.94) 4.98 (0.51) 5.34 (0.61) 6.31 (0.51)

Range 1.57–13.28 3.78–5.77 3.78–6.07 5.59–7.23

Note: Nonverbal mental age was not available for TD-children.

TABLE 2 Number/proportion of utterances in total and including reported speech across individuals with Down syndrome and typical
development (TD).

Mean (SD)

Group DS
(n = 19)

Typical development (n = 12)

Range
Group TD3
(n = 3)

Group TD5
(n = 4)

Group TD9
(n = 5)

(a) Number of utterances in Frog narratives (total) 83.26 (35.17) 60.67 (20.79) 70.25 (12.42) 81.00 (54.99)

45–171 37–76 59–81 44–175

(b) % Utterances incl. reported speech 0.06 (0.05) 0.05 (0.03) 0.04 (0.02) 0.06 (0.03)

0.02–0.20 0.03–0.08 0.02–0.07 0.04–0.11

0.05 (0.02)

0.02–0.11

Group comparison for (b) DS versus TD (Mann–Whitney- U) n.s.
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3.2 | Forms of reported speech in narratives

Although the content of an utterance might be similar, reported

speech can be syntactically realised using different structures. This

is especially interesting concerning individuals with Down syndrome

who often show impairments in morpho-syntax. Therefore, a rela-

tionship between the forms of reported speech and possible syntac-

tic impairments in participants with Down syndrome should be

considered. Productive results of these individuals were compared

to the performance of TD-children. Table 3 shows a detailed analy-

sis of the forms of reported speech occurring in the narrative sam-

ples. It is noticeable that all groups with TD produced only very

little free direct speech, but that the amount slightly increased with

rising age. In the participants with Down syndrome, free direct

speech accounted for almost a third of the utterances with speech

content. The proportion of embedded direct speech is highest

within all groups, but the distinct difference between the means of

the participants with Down syndrome (0.45) and the TD-groups is

striking (0.61–0.79). The discrepancy appears to result from the

higher proportion of free direct speech in the participants with

Down syndrome. Indirect speech also occurred in all groups with a

proportion between 0.17 and 0.32 on average. It should be noted

that due to the small groups of TD-children whose results were

included in the analyses, no statistical comparisons are possible at

this point.

4 | DISCUSSION

This brief report provides insight into preliminary analyses of the use of

reported speech by individuals with Down syndrome. Performance was

compared with TD-children at the ages of 3, 5, and 9. Of particular

interest was the group of 5-year-olds, which corresponded to the mean

mental age of the present group with Down syndrome. The results

show that the proportion of utterances containing reported speech did

not differ between the participants with Down syndrome and those

with TD. This suggests that this stylistic device of linguistic perspective-

shifting is certainly available to people with Down syndrome and can be

used independently of possible language impairments. The current study

thus provides the first results on this perspective-shifting-measure in

individuals with Down syndrome and underlines the findings on other

perspective-shifting-measures (e.g., the use of mental state verbs,

Neitzel & Penke, 2021b), which could rather be considered a strength of

individuals with Down syndrome.

Differences in the use of reported speech do not show up in the

present study with regard to the amount of utterances containing

speech content, but with regard to the forms of reported speech that

are produced (see examples (1)–(3) in the method section). While the

proportions of produced utterances with indirect speech were more

or less consistent, although the current sample of participants with

Down syndrome largely showed difficulties in producing complex sen-

tences (Neitzel & Penke, 2021b), there were clear differences for the

forms of direct speech. Although embedded direct speech was

the most frequent form of produced reported speech in participants

with Down syndrome and those with TD, the proportion was signifi-

cantly higher for the TD-children. This difference appeared to result

from the fact that the individuals with Down syndrome produced sig-

nificantly more free direct speech. In direct comparison with the TD-

groups, and knowing that the children and adolescents with Down

syndrome studied also showed syntactic and cognitive impairments, it

seems possible that the many utterances in free direct speech are an

expression of (language) impairment in the participants. One possible

explanation would be that the individuals refrained in many situations

from connecting the direct speech with another sentence, that is,

embedding it (e.g., ‘The boy says: I'm looking for my frog!’), due a

morpho-syntactic deficit. However, this explanation does not seem

completely conclusive, since the missing (embedding) sentence is a

simple main clause, which would have to contain only subject and

verb, whereas the same participants were able to produce indirect

speech in their narratives, which presupposes a subordinate clause.

For the investigated group of participants with Down syndrome, it

might be plausible that the individuals did not take into account the

listener's knowledge when producing the narratives (Does the inter-

locutor know, who is talking in the story right now?). It would have to

be examined whether this is a common pattern among individuals

with Down syndrome or other cognitive impairments that this refer-

ence to the interlocutor is not given and whether these cases might

be associated with a low Theory of Mind ability. On the other hand, it

would have to be examined within the narratives whether in the

respective cases of direct speech there would have been an

TABLE 3 Forms of reported speech occurring across individuals with Down syndrome and typical development (TD).

Mean (SD)

Group DS
(n = 19)

Typical development

Range
Group TD3
(n = 3)

Group TD5
(n = 4)

Group TD9
(n = 5)

% Utterances incl. free direct speech 0.29 (0.32) 0.00 (�-) 0.04 (0.08) 0.07 (0.10)

0.00–0.91 – 0.00–0.17 0.00–0.22

% Utterances incl. framed direct speech 0.45 (0.31) 0.78 (0.19) 0.79 (0.25) 0.61 (0.38)

0.00–1.00 0.67–1.00 0.50–1.00 0.00–1.00

% Utterances incl. indirect speech 0.26 (0.30) 0.22 (0.19) 0.17 (0.24) 0.32 (0.43)

0.00–1.00 0.00–0.33 0.00–D0.50 0.00–1.00
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understanding on the part of the listener as to who was speaking. It is

interesting to note in this context that 12- and 15-year-old adoles-

cents, who were used by Nordqvist (2001b) as comparison groups

and also told the Frog Story, hardly attributed reported speech to ani-

mals, but (almost) exclusively let the human protagonist (boy) speak.

Accordingly, it would also be conceivable that the children with Down

syndrome assumed that the (human) speaker would be clear from the

context. In contrast to the high number of utterances in free direct

speech in the participants with Down syndrome, the 12- and 15-year-

old participants in the Nordqvist study (Nordqvist 2001b) — who are

chronologically more comparable to the present sample than the men-

tally comparable 5-year-old children — showed minimal (12-year-old)

or no (15-year-old) utterances in free direct speech. This again sug-

gests that the high number of free direct speech utterances in the par-

ticipants with Down syndrome might indicate impaired use. However,

since the 9-year-old children in Nordqvist's (Nordqvist 2001b) study

expressed the highest proportion of their reported speech utterances

(about 70%) in free direct speech, it is possible that this could be a

pure developmental delay rather than a syndrome-specific pattern.

This aspect allows for a more detailed analysis.

5 | CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The use of reported speech can enrich a narrative and make it more

interesting and easier to understand for listeners. At the same time, it

can be considered as a sign of advanced narrative development and

could be related to a deeper understanding of the characters' view.

This brief report presents preliminary results of a first evaluation of

the use of reported speech in individuals with Down syndrome com-

pared to children with typical development. This reveals further

research gaps that make it desirable to examine a link between lin-

guistic, cognitive, and narrative deficits in individuals with Down syn-

drome, from which clinical implications could possibly be derived.
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