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From Actors to Agents to Persons: The Development of Character
Representation in Young Children’s Narratives

Ageliki Nicolopoulou and Elizabeth S. Richner
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This study addressed a puzzling discrepancy in existing research about when children achieve and manifest a
mentalistic conception of the person. Narrative research suggests that children do not represent characters as
mental agents until middle childhood, whereas social cognition research places this understanding at around 4
years. Using a theoretically informed typology, 617 stories were analyzed composed by 30 children participating
in a storytelling and story-acting practice integrated into their preschool curriculum. Results indicated that
children’s representation of characters shifted from almost exclusively physical and external portrayals of
“actors” at 3 to increasing inclusion of “agents” with rudimentary mental states at 4 and of “persons” with
mental representational capacities by 5. The developmental trajectories of boys and girls differed somewhat.

Stories portray sequences of actions that are tem-
porally and causally related. But good stories also
integrate sequences of actions with depictions of rich
and lifelike characters, whose internal states are
represented and coordinated with those of other
characters, to create rich and complex social dramas.
Research in narrative development, however, has not
systematically examined the development of chil-
dren’s representation of characters, or at most has
done so in limited and fragmentary ways. Never-
theless, there is a degree of consensus about chil-
dren’s explicit portrayal of characters as mental
agents. Most findings suggest that children are first
able to convey characters’ desires, thoughts, plans,
and feelings and to connect these to characters’ ac-
tions with some frequency around 8-9 years of age.
Character representations by younger children are
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reported to be simpler, mostly limited to external
descriptions of characters’ actions.

These findings seem puzzling, however, in light of
the increasing accumulation of evidence on pre-
school children’s social understanding and their
theories of mind, which indicates that 4-year-olds are
already able to understand themselves and others as
mental agents—that is, they can construe their own
and others’ internal mental processes and use them
to understand and explain actions. Why is this psy-
chological understanding purported to be largely
missing from young children’s portrayals of charac-
ters in their stories? The present study sought to
address the striking discrepancy between these two
sets of findings and to propose a more effective ap-
proach to capture children’s developing conceptions
of the person.

Character Representation in Narrative Research

While narrative development has attracted a good
deal of research over the last several decades, chil-
dren’s portrayal of characters has not emerged as a
major focus of this research. (For useful overviews of
narrative research, see Bamberg, 1997a, 1997b; Ber-
man & Slobin, 1994; Nelson, 1996; Toolan, 2001.) The
predominant focus has been to delineate the plot
structure of narratives and to analyze how this de-
velops; when children’s portrayal of characters has
been addressed, it has mainly been considered as an
aspect of this development.

This subordination of character to plot in most
developmental research on narrative is partly due to
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the fact that the main approaches take as a point
of departure the structuralist model of folktales
proposed by Vladimir Propp (e.g., Leondar, 1977;
Mandler, 1984; Stein & Glenn, 1979; Stein & Trabasso,
1982). One very influential approach of this sort has
been story grammar analysis (e.g., Stein, 1988; Stein
& Glenn, 1979, 1982; Stein & Trabasso, 1982; Trabasso
& Nickels, 1992; Trabasso & Stein, 1994). This argues
that a well-formed story conforms to a particular
type of episodic structure, which in turn corresponds
to a mental model used by children and adults to
comprehend and produce stories. A well-formed
episodic structure is organized around the goal-di-
rected activity of a main protagonist who reacts to an
initiating event or state of lack and attempts to
change it. Specifically, it includes an initiating event
that evokes an internal response in the protagonist to
achieve a change of state, a goal-directed effort ini-
tiated by the main protagonist, attempts to achieve
this goal, an outcome, and possibly an evaluative
response or reaction to the outcome. This conception
of plot structure thus directs attention to one aspect
of the mental life of characters, namely goal-direct-
edness or intentionality, whether this is inferable
from the plot or explicitly indicated in the story.

A number of narrative researchers have therefore
asked when children actually begin to depict char-
acters as having thoughts, beliefs, feelings, hopes,
goals, intentions, and plans that frame and motivate
their goal-directed activity—in the terminology used
by social cognition research, when children begin to
portray characters as mental agents. The usual cri-
terion is an explicit mention or description of such
inner mental states, and on this basis, narrative re-
searchers broadly agree that children do not portray
characters as mental agents with much frequency
until around 8 or 9 years of age (Bamberg & Damrad-
Frye, 1991; Berman & Slobin, 1994; Fox, 1990, 1991;
Leondar, 1977; Shapiro & Hudson, 1991; Stein, 1988;
Stein & Glenn, 1982) or even later (Yussen, 1982). As
Berman and Slobin (1994, p. 73) remark, “evaluative
commentary attributing inner states to the protag-
onists demands a level of inference abstracted from
what is shown in the pictures beyond the abilities of
the younger children in our sample,” who were 4- to
5-year-olds. Only 9-year-olds in their sample were
able to “attribute inner states and affective responses
to the protagonists.” Similarly, Stein (1988, p. 296)
concluded that very few young children use narra-
tive “to explore internal states, motivation, and
thinking of their story characters.”

A partial exception to this pattern can be found in
some work by Stein, Trabasso, and associates which
has suggested that children begin to represent the
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inner worlds of characters a bit earlier (e.g., Trabasso &
Nickels, 1992; Trabasso & Stein, 1994; Trabasso, Stein,
Rodkin, Munger, & Baughn, 1992), but this qualifi-
cation results mainly from the use of different crite-
ria. Instead of requiring explicit mention of inner
mental states of characters that are used to motivate
actions or events, this analysis infers the child’s un-
derstanding of these mental states from plot struc-
ture. The rationale for this procedure appears to rest
on two premises: (1) constructing stories with a goal-
based episodic structure necessarily implies an un-
derstanding of psychological causation, and specif-
ically the ability to attribute motives and goals to
characters; and (2) if most of the elements of this
episodic structure are present in the story, knowl-
edge of the rest can be imputed to the child. On this
basis, Trabasso et al. (1992, pp. 163-164) analyzed
the same data referred to by Berman and Slobin
above and concluded, unlike Berman and Slobin,
“that children in the 3- to 5-year range develop and
use naive theories of intentionality to impose co-
herence on experience.” In their strongest claim,
Trabasso and Stein (1994, p. 331) argued that “during
early childhood,” children had already moved from
simple descriptions of actions to “explaining why
the actions took place by making [marking?] them
with purposes.” However, it is important to em-
phasize that in most cases, the goals and purposes
attributed here are inferred, sometimes quite indi-
rectly, rather than explicitly mentioned in the stories.
For example, Stein and Albro (1997) analyzed a body
of stories generated by kindergartners, third graders,
and fifth graders using story stems. For kinder-
gartners (M = 5-6), only 24% of the stories contained
an explicitly mentioned goal (calculated from their
Table 1.2 and Table 1.3). And the authors’ criteria for
“explicit goal statements” (p. 24) appear to include
wishes or desires that are not explicitly linked to
actions or events. Trabasso and Nickels (1992) used
even less demanding criteria to infer goals in their
analysis of children’s narratives (e.g., when a boy
and his dog go to sleep, “they achieve the goal of
sleep” [p. 258]).

Therefore, with respect to young children’s nar-
rative representation of characters as mental agents,
these revised findings by Trabasso, Stein, and asso-
ciates do not alter the basic consensus outlined ear-
lier. First, and most critically, they do not actually
measure children’s explicit representation of inner
mental states. Second, even indirectly, this analysis
addresses only one aspect of characters’” inner mental
life—namely, intentionality or goal-directed activity.
When narrative researchers have looked for explicit
and richly developed portrayals of characters’ inner
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mental life in children’s narratives, they have gen-
erally not found these until middle childhood.

Vicissitudes of the Conception of the Person in
Social Cognition Research

The findings from narrative research just reviewed
accord with earlier claims from research on person
perception during the 1970s and 1980s. Those studies
typically asked children and adolescents to provide
open-ended descriptions of themselves or of a close
acquaintance or friend (e.g., Barenboim, 1981; Keller,
Ford, & Meecham, 1978; Livesley & Bromley, 1973;
Mohr, 1978; Peevers & Secord, 1973; Rholes, New-
man, & Ruble, 1990). This research consistently
found that young children, up to 6 or 7 years, tend
to describe a person in terms of external, physical,
and readily observable features, sometimes supple-
mented by stereotypical actions. It is not until middle
childhood, around 8-9 years of age, that children
begin to “penetrate cognitively beneath the skin”
(Flavell, Miller, & Miller, 2002, p. 218) and their de-
scriptions become more focused on stable personal-
ity traits and enduring dispositions, including
attitudes, interests, abilities, temperamental qual-
ities, and other internal psychological characteristics.
By adolescence, these attributions of stable internal
traits begin to get synthesized into an “organized,
integrated portrait” of the individual’s distinctive
personality (Flavell et al., 2002, p. 219).

Since about 1990, however, person perception re-
search has been largely displaced by a body of re-
search on children’s theory of mind that has come to
dominate the field of social cognition. (For useful
reviews, see Flavell & Miller, 1998; Flavell et al., 2002;
Wellman, Cross, & Watson, 2001). This research has
explored how children construe the internal mental
processes of others and use these to understand their
actions; in the most ambitious formulation, the
question is how children acquire a theory of the
other person’s mind. According to evidence from the
false belief task, starting around age 4, children are
able to predict another person’s behavior by imput-
ing to them a combination of desires and beliefs,
even when children know that the imputed belief is
false (Perner, 1991). This has been characterized as a
“belief-desire” psychology in that people’s actions
are seen as stemming from a combination of their
underlying beliefs and desires (Bartsch & Wellman,
1995; Wellman, 1990; Wellman & Bartsch, 1994).
Specifically, the model used here is that people en-
gage in actions that they believe will achieve their
desires, thus placing beliefs at the center of the ex-
planatory system.

Other research suggests that children as young as
3, and perhaps even younger, already show at least a
“rudimentary awareness of mental states” (Miller &
Aloise, 1989, p. 269), particularly desires and emo-
tions, and some ability to use interpretations of these
internal mental states, implicitly and explicitly, in
their own everyday interactions (Bartsch & Wellman,
1995; Bretherton & Beeghly, 1982; Dunn, 1988, 1991).
Children’s explanatory system around 3 years of age
has been characterized as a “desire—belief” psy-
chology (Bartsch & Wellman, 1995) in that children
begin to talk about thoughts and beliefs, in addition
to desires, but thoughts and beliefs do not appear to
be central to their larger understanding of human
action; they appeal primarily to desires to provide
explanations for actions. Several researchers have
found that children begin to make a genuine refer-
ence to subjective mental states of desire as early as 2
years—much earlier than reference to beliefs (Bart-
sch & Wellman, 1995; Bretherton & Beeghly, 1982;
Shatz, Wellman, & Silber, 1983)—and it has been
argued that at this point they operate with a “simple
desire” psychology in that they appeal to desires for
explanation of human action without reference to
thoughts and beliefs (Bartsch & Wellman, 1995).

These findings have important implications for
understanding young children’s conception of the
person. Despite some controversies within theory-of-
mind research, there is broad consensus that young
children have already begun to conceive of the per-
son as an agent whose internal mental states need to
be inferred and whose actions, to a significant extent,
can and should be understood in terms of these
underlying mental states. Furthermore, at some
point during the preschool years, probably around
age 4, children begin to integrate these elements of
mental life—especially desires, beliefs, intentions,
and emotions—into a roughly coherent model with
which to explain and predict behavior.

Age Discrepancy in Character Representation
Between Social Cognition and Narrative Research

In light of these developments in social cognition
research, the findings about character representation
in narrative research reviewed earlier seem per-
plexing. In contrast to narrative research suggesting
that children do not seem to represent characters’
inner mental life and especially do not use it to
explain characters’ actions and interactions until
well into middle childhood, evidence from current
research on children’s social cognition presents
a strikingly different picture. It shows that even
4-year-olds regularly use a mentalistic conception of



the person by attributing to others mental states,
such as thoughts, cognitions, intentions, and desires,
which they use to explain people’s actions and in-
teractions, even if these mental states are different
from one’s own. In fact, this age discrepancy has not
gone unnoticed and has puzzled several researchers
who have tried either to explain it or find ways to
minimize it (e.g., Astington, 1990; Benson, 1996,
1997; Kemper, 1984; Kemper & Edwards, 1986; Stein,
1988; Stein & Albro, 1997; Trabasso & Stein, 1994).

Attempts to Explain the Discrepancy

Some initial attempts accepted this discrepancy as
developmentally valid and focused on explaining
why it occurs. For example, both Kemper (Kemper &
Edwards, 1986) and Stein (1988) argued that young
children have a good deal of interpersonal under-
standing, including awareness of emotions, inten-
tions, and other mental states, but the demands of
storytelling delay the appearance of this knowledge
in their stories. Knowing how to tell a good story
entails more than an ability to understand and relate
social experience. It requires mastering the structure
of a well-formed episode, which takes some time to
develop. It also requires that children learn how to
integrate their social understanding with the themes
and content of the story, which in turn requires
grasping the beliefs, values, and goals appropriate
for different content themes.

It certainly seems plausible that the demands of
storytelling are greater in some respects than the
skills required for conversational interactions or
experimental tasks. One might therefore expect
children’s abilities to portray characters in stories
to lag behind their psychological understanding
demonstrated in social cognition research. However,
the size of the gap is considerably larger (about
3-4 years) than one could reasonably expect on
these grounds alone.

Our contention is that a key factor contributing to
this apparent age discrepancy is methodological. It
has to do with the ways in which stories have been
elicited from the children, which affect the kinds of
narrative material obtained. To lessen the demands
of storytelling on young children, as well as to make
elicited stories more uniform and thus more easily
comparable, narrative researchers have designed
various constraining story-elicitation techniques,
such as the use of wordless picture books, picture
sequences, story-topics, or story-stems. While there
are clearly well-considered methodological reasons
for these choices, they also entail important limita-
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tions, as a number of studies have shown (e.g.,
Cooper, 1993; Nelson, 1996; Nicolopoulou, 1996;
Spinillo & Pinto, 1994; Wellhousen, 1993). In a
systematic comparison, Wellhousen (1993) found
that the quality of kindergartners’ oral stories, as
measured by a number of indexes, was higher when
they told a story without any props than when they
were shown a picture or asked to draw their own
picture to accompany the story. In a similar vein, we
hypothesize that, instead of facilitating children’s
representations of characters, these elicitation tech-
niques may also hinder them by defining and
restricting the characters they represent, the ways
they represent them, and the topics, issues, and
concerns that they can incorporate into their stories.
In short, we hypothesize that the kinds of narrative
material used in most of these studies do not fully
capture young children’s abilities (and preferences)
in character representation.

Attempts to Minimize the Discrepancy

There have been some attempts to minimize this
age discrepancy along the lines suggested by Ast-
ington (1990), who found the size of the apparent de-
velopmental lag difficult to accept. In a series of
studies, Benson (1996, 1997) analyzed children’s nar-
rations looking for precursors to the full-blown
mentalistic conceptions demanded by most narrative
research. She examined fictional stories told by
4- and 5-year-old middle-class children as well as
narratives by 5- and 6-year-old low-income children
elicited with a wordless picture book, looking for
references to internal states (e.g., sensations/percep-
tions, volitions, cognitions) and psychological caus-
ation (e.g., internal states used either as antecedents or
consequents of actions and events). Benson found that
all the children included some references to internal
states and psychological causation in their stories, and
the frequency increased with age in both studies.

Benson’s results provide evidence that young
children can express internal states and psychologi-
cal causation in their stories, but these results do not
yet provide a clear picture of young children’s de-
veloping conceptions of mental agency. For example,
the types of internal states recorded differed widely,
from simple sensations and emotions to higher order
cognitions, thoughts, plans, and complex feelings,
and there was no systematic effort to draw distinc-
tions between them. In addition, some of the cat-
egories included seem questionable as inner mental
states (e.g., relationships and being asleep or awake),
and it is not clear how much these categories con-
tributed to the overall results.
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Although Benson’s research points in the right
direction, we concluded that only a more clearly
differentiated and theoretically motivated typology
of children’s conceptions of the person would allow
us to capture the full range of children’s developing
abilities for character representation.

The Current Study

The current study attempted to overcome the limi-
tations just reviewed. First, it used a methodology
that allowed children to compose their own stories
without imposing any format or restrictions on the
stories they told or on the type or number of char-
acters they included. Second, it utilized a conception
of character representation that is analytically inde-
pendent from plot structure. Third, we constructed a
theoretically informed typology of personhood to
analyze the stories collected, one that attempted to
capture the development of young children’s men-
talistic conception of the person in light of the issues
addressed by social cognition and narrative research.

Narratives in Social Context

The stories were generated as part of a storytelling
and story-acting practice that was a regular compo-
nent of the curriculum in the preschool classrooms
we studied. Children had the opportunity to dictate
stories to their teachers every day, as part of their
self-chosen free-play activities, and then acted them
out later with their friends during a group-time
activity that involved the entire classroom. (More
details are provided in the Method section.)

Several features of this practice are worth noting.
The children’s storytelling is voluntary, self-initiated,
and relatively spontaneous: The stories are neither
solicited by adults nor channeled by props, story
stems, or suggested topics. Thus, children are able to
choose their own characters, subjects, and plots. In
addition, one result of the group-time enactment is
that children tell their stories, not only to adults, but
primarily to each other, and they do so in a shared
public setting. Thus, children’s storytelling and
story-acting are embedded in the ongoing context of
the classroom miniculture and the children’s every-
day group life. This facilitates narrative borrowing
and cross-fertilization between the children, and
they use stories as vehicles for seeking or expressing
friendship, group affiliation, and prestige (e.g.,
Nicolopoulou, 1996, 1997b, 2002). There is evidence
that these conditions lead children to produce
narratives that are richer, more ambitious, and more

illuminating than when they compose them in iso-
lation from their everyday social contexts and in
response to agendas shaped directly by adults (e.g.,
Nicolopoulou, 1996, 2002; Spinillo & Pinto, 1994;
Sutton-Smith, 1986, Wellhousen, 1993). Thus, we
hypothesized that stories generated through this
practice should offer an especially rich body of
materials to capture children’s conceptions of per-
sonhood and to trace their development.

The “Dual Landscape” of Narrative and the
“Morphology” of Persons

Bruner (1986) has advanced a view of narrative
that goes beyond the Proppian-inspired episodic
structure analysis reviewed earlier and in the process
analytically disentangles character representation
from plot structure. Drawing resources from a wide
range of literary theories (e.g., those of Todorov,
Greimas, Barthes, Burke), Bruner has argued that the
underlying structure of a fully formed narrative
involves integrating plot, character, and conscious-
ness. This implies a “dual landscape” of action and
consciousness (Bruner, 1986, p. 14) that powerful and
gripping narratives must construct simultaneously.
The landscape of action consists of “arguments of
action: agent, intention or goal, situation, instrument,
something corresponding to a ‘story grammar.””’
And the landscape of consciousness conveys “what
those involved in the action know, think, or feel, or
do not know, think, or feel.” A successful narrative
must find effective ways to integrate these two
landscapes. The constitutive mental models used to
accomplish this integration embody different con-
ceptions of character, of the mental life of characters,
and of the relation between characters and events.
In order to grasp and analyze these underlying
conceptions, we need a theoretically informed ““mor-
phology’ of persons” (Bruner, 1986, p. 39) with
which to interpret the developing representations of
personhood in narrative.

Feldman and Bruner (Feldman, Bruner, Kalmar,
& Renderer, 1993; Feldman, Bruner, Renderer, &
Spitzer, 1990) have applied this analytic perspective
to the stories of 10-year-olds, adolescents, and adults.
The challenge remains to apply it to younger
children. As Nelson (1996, p. 186) has argued, an
important developmental question is “whether
and when children incorporate the landscape of
consciousness into the landscape of action.” To
address this question effectively to young children’s
narrative activity, we need an analytical apparatus
suitable for capturing earlier levels of development,



including an appropriate developmental morph-
ology of personhood.

Toward a Developmental Typology of Personhood

As no suitable theoretical model was readily
available with which to capture the increasing depth
and complexity of children’s representations of per-
sonhood (discussed in Richner & Nicolopoulou,
2001; for similar observations, see Bruner, 1986 and
Tomasello, 1999), we constructed a developmental
typology that drew on a range of sources in psycho-
logy (reviewed earlier), narratology (e.g., Bal, 1985;
Chatman, 1978; Culler, 1975; Rimmon-Kenan, 1983),
and philosophy (especially Searle, 1983). Loosely
adapting a classification offered by the philosopher
Amélie Rorty (1988) for the historical study of west-
ern fiction, we proposed three basic levels of char-
acter representation: from actors to agents to persons.
These three basic categories were further elaborated
to yield an eight-level typology (for a schematic
overview, see Table 1).

Actors are essentially nonpsychological characters,
described exclusively in terms of externally observa-
ble actions and characteristics; agents are depicted as
having simple psychological capacities; and persons
are depicted with more complex mental representa-
tional capacities. In its highest levels, our category of
“persons” roughly corresponds to what many theory-
of-mind researchers would regard as a full mental
agent. The key difference between actors and agents is
that for a character to be categorized as an “agent,”
we require the inclusion of some simple perceptual or
psychological capacities, including actions marked as
intentional and/or capacities to see, feel, communi-
cate, or react physically or emotionally to events,
situations, or other characters. The key difference be-
tween agents and persons is that to be categorized as
a “person,” a character must be explicitly portrayed
as having representational beliefs, desires, or inten-
tions—that is, cognitive or emotional inner states
focused on specific things or conditions, as opposed,
for example, to generalized emotional moods—that
motivate and/or direct actions.

To differentiate more fully the category of actors,
we adapted narratologists’ notion of the develop-
ment of characters from “flat” to “round” (e.g.,
Chatman, 1978), although still in terms of externally
observable characteristics (Levels 1-2). Within the
category of agents (Levels 3-5), theoretical consid-
erations and some implications of prior research
led us to differentiate this category into two partly
parallel strands, corresponding roughly to Bruner’s
distinction between the landscapes of action and
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consciousness. To the extent that children’s narra-
tives focus primarily on the landscape of action, they
depict characters’ actions as implicitly and then in-
creasingly more explicitly intentional. (We should
make it clear that we are using the commonsense
meaning of “intentions” as conscious purposes, goals,
and/or plans that motivate and direct action. Some
philosophical discussions use “intentionality” in a
broader technical sense to include all thought that is
“about” particular things or conditions.) A key dis-
tinction here, usefully explored by Searle (1983), is
between intention-in-action and prior intention. Al-
though Searle does not suggest a developmental
progression between them, for young children such a
relationship seems plausible (for further examination
of these issues, which accords with our judgment
on this point, see Astington, 1999, 2001). In our
typology, the expression of intention-in-action is
developed through several levels within the category
of agents (Levels 3A-5A), whereas the move to
explicit depiction of prior intention marks characters
as persons. On the other hand, imputations of inten-
tionality do not necessarily capture other dimensions
of characters’ internal mental life, including percep-
tions, emotions, and evaluations. To the extent that
narrative depictions focus on these aspects of char-
acters’ subjectivity, we classified them as oriented to
the landscape of consciousness, with several levels of
increasing sophistication (Levels 3B—5B).

We also wished to examine whether the devel-
opment of these two narrative landscapes is gender-
related. In particular, previous research offered
grounds to expect that, at least in early childhood,
the landscape of action may be more fully expressed
in boys’ stories and the landscape of consciousness
in girls’ stories. Several studies have suggested that
girls may have an earlier and more sophisticated
understanding of emotions (Adams, Kuebli, Boyle,
& Fivush, 1995; Brown, Donelan-McCall, & Dunn,
1996; Brown & Dunn, 1996; Dunn, Brown, Slomkow-
ski, Tesla, & Youngblade, 1991; Kuebli, Butler, &
Fivush, 1995). And previous analyses by Nicolopou-
lou and others of spontaneous narratives by 3-, 4-, and
5-year-olds have shown significant gender differences
in both the content and narrative structure of chil-
dren’s stories (e.g., Nicolopoulou, 1997b; Nicolopou-
lou, Scales, & Weintraub, 1994) as well as children’s
conceptions of personhood (Richner & Nicolopoulou,
2001). In the latter study, we found that in their stories
boys and girls portrayed different conceptions of
personhood, which followed different developmental
pathways: girls a socially embedded and interde-
pendent person, who becomes increasingly individu-
ated and self-consciously responsible, and boys a
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separate and agonistic person, who increasingly be-
comes a stable, autonomous, and self-conscious men-
tal agent. Given these findings, we wondered whether
similar gender differences might appear even when
we focus more specifically on children’s developing
representations of characters as mental agents.

When children’s character representations reach
the category of persons (Levels 6-8), they are able to
integrate the dimensions of action and consciousness
fairly effectively; therefore, this parallel classification
of intention-in-action and (simple) consciousness
applies only to the category of agents. Explicit de-
pictions of what Wellman and others have called
simple belief, desire—belief, and belief —desire psy-
chology fall within the category of persons, although
for our purposes we have defined the developmental
levels somewhat differently. Level 6 is marked by
explicit portrayals of representational desires and/or
beliefs whose connections to the characters’ actions
can be readily inferred, but that are not explicitly
linked to actions. In Level 7, mental representations
are explicitly coordinated with actions. Theory-of-
mind research has consistently held that the most
sophisticated understanding of persons as mental
agents involve linking actions explicitly to false be-
liefs. In accord with Shatz et al. (1983), we argue that
in this respect false beliefs can be treated as one form
of a broader category of “contrastive” representa-
tions—that is mental representations that are explic-
itly contrasted with reality, with other thoughts or
desires or beliefs, with the mental states of other
characters, and so on (see also Bartsch & Wellman,
1995, pp. 20—22). Explicit use of contrastive repre-
sentations in the portrayal of characters thus defines
the highest development in our typology (Level 8).

Method

Participants

This study analyzed stories composed by 30
children from five half-day mixed-age preschool
classes in a private preschool/elementary school in a
college town in the northeastern United States. Par-
ticipants were selected from two preschool class-
rooms studied for several years to obtain three age
groups of equal size and gender distribution—early
3s, early 4s, and late 4s at the beginning of the school
year, with 5 girls and 5 boys per age group. All
children from the five classes were sorted into these
categories, and participants were randomly selected
within each category. Each classroom was headed by
the same teacher during this period.
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Children’s age ranges at the beginning of the school
year were as follows: three-year-olds: girls ranged from
38 to 39 months (M =39) and boys from 37 to 41
months (M = 39). Four-year-olds: girls ranged from 48
to 52 months (M = 51) and boys from 48 to 50 months
(M =49). Five-year-olds: girls from 55 to 59 months
(M =57) and boys from 55 to 59 months (M = 57).
(Children in the oldest group started out as late 4s and
most turned 5 during the fall semester, but for
simplicity’s sake we refer to them as 5-year-olds.)
The children were primarily from middle- to upper-
middle-class families whose parents were mostly
professionals or academics. All but two children were
White European American and all spoke only English.

Because these were mixed-age classrooms, some
children were in the same classroom for 2 consecutive
years. Of the children whose stories we analyzed, all
the 3-year-olds came into the classroom as new
children, while 70% of the 4-year-olds and 70% of the
5-year-olds were in their second year.

Data Collection

This study was part of a long-term project that has
examined the development of children’s narrative
activity in social context (e.g., Nicolopoulou, 1996,
1997a, 1997b, 2002; Nicolopoulou et al., 1994; Richner &
Nicolopoulou, 2001). The stories were generated using
a storytelling and story-acting practice pioneered by
the teacher/researcher Vivian Paley (1988, 1990), which
was a regular part of the curriculum in all the pre-
school classes studied for the entire school year.

The storytelling part of the practice took place
every day during “choice time,” when children were
free to participate in different activities available to
them. During this period, the teacher or the teacher’s
aide was available to take stories from any children
who chose to tell them. Each child dictated a story to
the designated teacher, who wrote it down as the
child told it with minimal intervention. There were
always children who volunteered to compose stories,
and they usually dictated three to four stories per
day in each class. If a large number of children
wanted to tell stories, a waiting list was established
so that the waiting children could go on with other
activities. The storytelling events were voluntary and
largely self-initiated; no child was required to com-
pose a story, although some of the more reticent ones
were occasionally encouraged to do so. Furthermore,
children were allowed to tell any kind of story they
wished, portraying any number and type of charac-
ters they chose.

The story-acting portion of the practice took
place during “group time,” with the entire class



420 Nicolopoulou and Richner

assembled. All the stories dictated during that day
were acted out in the order dictated. The teacher
read the story aloud, after which the child/author
first chose which character he or she wanted to play
and then picked other children to act out other roles.
After all the characters were selected, the teacher
read the story aloud once again. As she was reading
it, the child-actors acted out the story, while the rest
of the children watched attentively. This process was
repeated until all the stories dictated during that day
were acted out.

The stories in each class were all written in a
single “storybook,” which we obtained for analysis
at the end of the school year. (All parents had signed
consent forms to make the stories of their children
available to us.) The first author and assistants also
visited the classrooms 1 day/week for about 2] to
3 hr/day, observing the storytelling and story-acting
practice and other activities in the classroom. We
wrote detailed field notes, but it was not necessary to
utilize these for the analyses reported in this paper.

Coding: Character Representation Levels

A coding scheme was constructed based on the
typology of levels of character representation dis-
cussed earlier (Table 1). Each story was coded for the
highest level of character portrayal for any character,
and was assigned a score from 0 (no story) to 8 (level
8). “No story” indicated a narrative effort that did
not meet our minimum story criterion that at least
one character performed at least one action. Stories
falling in the category of Agents (Levels 3 — 5) were
further classified as depicting either Intention-
in-Action or Simple Consciousness, while those that
contained elements of both were coded as Mixed. For
stories coded in the category of Persons (Levels 6-8),
the presence of representational desires, beliefs,
thoughts, or intentions was in most cases indicated
straightforwardly through the use of mentalistic
verbs. However, as Searle (1983) has convincingly
argued, persons can also express or communicate
these mental representations through speech acts
such as ordering, requesting, or asserting, and we
coded depictions of such speech acts accordingly.

Both authors coded all the data independently
and agreed on 97% of the stories. Coding of discrep-
ant cases was resolved through discussion. Most
discrepancies were due to oversight by one of us,
and in the few cases of genuine disagreement (5
cases out of 617), we coded the story at the lower
level of character representation. A third indepen-
dent coder, who was blind to the age and gender of the
children as well as to the hypotheses and predictions

of the study, coded a randomly selected set of chil-
dren and their stories comprising 20% of the total
corpus. Intercoder agreement for these stories was
94%, and discrepant cases were again resolved
though discussion.

Results

The 30 children included in the study composed a
total of 617 stories, ranging from 9 to 44 stories per
child for the entire school year (M =21 stories per
child). Boys told slightly more stories (55%) than
girls, but this difference was not statistically signifi-
cant. All children composed stories that were coded
at a range of character representation levels, and it is
worth noting that this was true even within each
semester. In the fall, stories by almost all children fell
into either two to three different levels (43%) or four
to six levels (53%); in the spring, the corresponding
proportions were 27% for two to three levels and
67% for four to six levels. A small number of children
actually managed to tell stories that spanned all eight
levels in the typology. However, our analysis focused
on children’s overall developmental trajectories.

Because children differed in the number of stories
they told, for comparisons we calculated the pro-
portion of each child’s stories that fell in each level of
character representation. The mean proportions (and
standard deviations) for the three major categor-
ies—Actors, Agents, Persons—calculated separately
for girls and boys are presented in Table 2. A more
detailed picture, utilizing the full eight-level typ-
ology, is presented graphically in Figure 1. Two
4-way mixed factorial analyses of variance (ANOVAs)
were performed on mean proportions with two be-
tween (age and gender) and two within (semester
and character representation levels) factors for both
the eight levels and the three categories. (ANOVAS
were also performed on arcsin transformations of
mean proportions; because the results were very
similar, we decided to report the analysis of mean
proportions for ease of presentation.)

To supplement the main analysis using mean
proportions, mixed factorial three-way ANOVAS
were also performed (a) on children’s mean charac-
ter representation levels for fall and spring and,
to sharpen the developmental comparison, (b) on
the mean character representation levels for stories
told at the beginning and at the end of the year (the
first half of stories composed by each child in the fall
and the last half of stories per child in the spring).
These are reported in the section “Some Supplemen-
tary Analyses,” and the relevant means and standard
deviations are presented in Table 3.
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Mean Proportions and Standard Deviations for Three Major Categories of Character Representation for Girls and Boys, Fall and Spring

Fall

Spring

No story Actors Agents

Persons

No story Actors Agents Persons

M SD M SD M SD M

SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

3 year girls 17 17 .54 .28 18 14 11
3 year boys .09 .06 .79 17 12 12 .00
4 year girls .04 .06 .39 .19 44 .16 14
4 year boys .06 13 .57 .09 .32 .19 .06
5 year girls .02 .05 .05 .07 .55 .18 37
5 year boys .00 32 .30 57 19 A1

.14 14 15 47 21 .37 .36 .00
.04 .05 .64 17 .26 17 .06 .07

24 .00 .23 18 .51 27 .25 .16
.08 .05 11 22 13 .60 22 13 .10
.28 .00 .00 42 27 .58 27
.16 .00 11 11 .58 17 31 27

Developmental Progression: From Actors to Agents to
Persons

To assess whether our typology of character rep-
resentation captured a developmental progression,
we first examined the mean proportions of stories
falling into each level of character representation for
the three age groups. The results showed a devel-
opmental pattern along the lines suggested by
the typology. Because our analyses using mean pro-
portions violate the sphericity assumption, in the
discussion that follows the most conservative
Greenhouse —Geisser-corrected F values are reported
for these analyses, which often yield fractional de-
grees of freedom (Stevens, 2002). There was a sig-
nificant main effect of character (level) for both the
three major categories, F(2.19,52.51) = 30.26, p<.001,
and the more detailed eight-level typology,
F(3.17,76.13) = 15.35, p<.001, but the main effect
of age was not significant. However, there was a
significant Character x Age interaction for both
the three major categories, F(4.38,52.51)=13.53,
p<.001, and the more detailed eight-level typology,
F(6.34,76.13) =6.98, p<.001. With increasing age,
there was a broadly continuous shift from the
lower character levels to the most advanced ones,
Character x Age Linear for the three categories:
F(2,24) =26.87, p<.001 and Character x Age Lin-
ear for the eight levels: F(2,24) =17.24, p<.001.
Roughly speaking, the children’s narratives showed
a developmental shift from a predominance of actors
at 3 years, to actors and agents at 4 years, to agents
and persons at 5 years (see Table 2).

There was a significant main effect of Gender for
the eight-level typology, F(1,24) =4.51, p=.04, but
not for the three-level typology. However, there was
a significant Character x Gender interaction for the
three major categories, indicating that patterns of

character representation were different for boys and
girls, F(2.19,52.51) = 3.86, p = .03, although analysis
for the eight-level typology did not show a signifi-
cant interaction. Boys’ stories more frequently rep-
resented characters as actors, F(1,24) = 8.80, p = .01,
with mean proportions of 44.13% for boys and
28.30% for girls, whereas girls’ stories more frequent-
ly represented characters as persons, F(1,24) =4.78,
p = .04, with mean proportions of 24.17% for girls
and 11.13% for boys.

Further examination of children’s stories within
the category of agents indicated that most were
classified either as landscape of action or landscape
of consciousness, rather than combining elements of
both (see Table 4). Moreover, the differences were
gender-related. An analysis of mean proportions of
these two narrative landscapes for boys and girls’
stories at the three ages indicated a significant main
effect of landscape, F(2.66,33.85) = 30.25, p<.001, as
well as significant Landscape x Gender interaction,
F(1.4,33.85) =17.37, p= <.001. At every age, boys’
depictions of agents focused more frequently on the
landscape of action (82%) than the landscape of
consciousness (11%), while girls” depictions of agents
focused equally on the landscape of action (40%) and
of consciousness (42%). Girls were also more likely
than boys to depict agents in ways that mixed
elements of these two landscapes (19% for girls vs.
7% for boys).

With increasing age, there was a gradual shift in
these patterns for both boys and girls, including an
increase in the mean proportions for mixed land-
scapes. In the girls’ stories, the mean proportion of
mixed-landscape depictions was 0% for 3-year-olds
and 39% for b5-year-olds, with corresponding
declines in exclusive depictions of both landscape
of action (from 54% to 27%) and landscape of
consciousness (46-42%). In the boys’ stories, the
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Figure1. Mean percentages of character representation levels in girls’ and boys’ stories, for fall (F) and spring (S).

corresponding mean proportions for landscape-of-
action depictions decreased from 88% to 69%, land-
scape-of-consciousness depictions increased very
slightly from 12% to 13%, and mixed-landscape
depictions increased from 0% to 18%. Overall,
the interaction Landscape x Age approached signifi-
cance: F(4,48) =2.83, p=.06.

Development of Character Representation from Fall to
Spring

To assess the development of individual chil-
dren’s character representation over the course of
the school year, we examined these mean propor-
tions separately for fall and spring (Figure 1). Once



Table3

Mean Levels of Character Representation and Standard Deviations in
Fall and Spring for (a) All Stories Told and (b) Stories at the Beginning
and End of School Year

(b) First half of fall, last

ab,c

(a) All stories™? half of spring

Fall Spring Fall Spring

Group M SD M SD M SD M SD

Girls
Age3 210 135 215 119 217 106 245 1.56
Age4 295 152 391 065 317 151 387 056
Age5 459 135 565 187 412 124 575 107
Boys
Age3 134 033 223 059 143 054 240 076
Age4 248 1.02 327 053 227 113 283 141
Age5 338 117 446 159 330 091 420 128

“Main effect of age significant.

b . e epe
Main effect of semester significant.

“Main effect of gender significant.

again, the results supported the pattern hypothe-
sized by our developmental typology (Table 1).
While the main effect of semester for the three major
categories approached significance, F(1,24) = 3.60,
p=.07, there were significant interactions for
Semester x Age, F(2,24) =3.60, p =.04, Semester x
Character, F(2.31,55.49) =9.61, p<.001, and Semes-
ter x Character x Age, F(4.62,55.49) =2.85, p<.03.
For the eight-level typology, there was a significant
Semester x Character interaction, F(3.86,92.62) =
2.78, p = .03.

These results further corroborated the hypothesis
of a developmental shift in character representation
from actors to agents to persons, with a consistent shift
from the lower to the higher categories between fall
and spring, whether the analysis was based on the
three major categories, Semester x Character Linear:
F(1,24) =17.91, p<.001, or the full eight-level typology,
Semester x Character Linear: F(1,24) =20.11, p<.001.
Between fall and spring, 3-year-olds continued to de-
pict a substantial proportion of actors (from 66% to
57%) but doubled their depictions of agents (from 15%
to 31%). The 4-year-olds substantially decreased their
depictions of actors (from 48% to 23%) and increased
their depictions of both agents (from 38% to 55%) and
persons (from 10% to 19%). And 5-year-olds, while
decreasing their depictions of actors even more sharply
(from 18% to 6%), continued to depict high proportions
of agents (56% and 50%) and doubled their depictions
of persons (from 24% to 45%).

This larger developmental trajectory appeared for
both boys and girls when they were considered

From Actors to Agents to Persons 423

Table 4
Mean Proportions of “Agent” Stories with Landscape of Action, of
Consciousness, or Both

Narrative landscapes in “agent”

Total % of stories by each age/gender group®
stories depicting
Group agents Action Consciousness  Mixed
Girls
Age 3 27 .54 46 .00
Age 4 A48 .39 44 17
Age 5 49 27 .35 .39
Boys
Age 3 21 .88 12 .00
Age 4 A48 .89 .09 .02
Age 5 .57 .69 13 .18

“These mean proportions are calculated as proportions of all
“agent” stories for each age/gender group (totals indicated in the
first results column on left).

separately within each age cohort (see Figure 1).
The specific proportions at each level differed
between boys’ and girls’ stories, but Semester x
Character x Gender interaction based on the full
eight-level typology only approached significance,
F(3.86,92.61) =2.12, p = .09.

Some Supplementary Analyses (with Means)

In addition to the main analyses just reported,
which used mean proportions of different levels of
character representation, we undertook further
analyses to cross-check and sharpen some of these
findings. For this purpose, we calculated and com-
pared each child’s mean level of character repre-
sentation in the fall and in the spring, respectively.
The results (see Table 3) again corroborated the
hypothesized patterns. Children’s character repre-
sentations improved not only by age, F(1,24) = 20.13,
p.<.0002, but also between the fall and the spring
semester, F(1,24) =17.13, p =.001. For each age co-
hort, the mean level of children’s character repre-
sentations increased from fall to spring by almost
one level, with the exception of the 3-year-old girls.
This exception was due in part to the fact that in the
fall, two of the girls each told one story coded at
Level 6 (see also Figure 1). We suspect that these
were stories with which the girls were familiar in
stereotypical ways, as they did not use such high
levels of character representation in any other stories
in the fall or the spring. Overall, at each age the girls’
mean levels of character representation tended to be
higher than those of the boys, although this gender
difference was not quite statistically significant,
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F(1,24) =3.79, p=.06. Boys’ character representa-
tions started lower (fall M = 1.34 for 3-year-old boys
vs. fall M =2.10 for 3-year-old girls) and remained
lower (spring M = 4.46 for 5-year-old boys vs. spring
M =5.65 for 5-year-old girls).

To provide a sharper picture of the development
of character representation over the course of the
school year, we restricted this analysis to stories told
toward the beginning and toward the end of the year
(first half of stories per child in the fall vs. last half of
stories per child in the spring). This analysis (see
Table 3) further highlighted the overall pattern of
results just discussed. Children’s character repre-
sentation levels increased with age, F(1,24) =13.37,
p<.001, and also increased consistently from fall to
spring, F(1,24)=14.04, p<.001, with a mean in-
crease of about one level from fall to spring for each
age cohort. Overall, girls’ character representation
levels were significantly higher than those of the
boys, F(1,24) = 6.1, p = .02. The boys’ mean levels of
character representation increased from 1.43 for 3-
year-old boys in the fall to 4.2 for 5-year-old boys in
the spring, whereas that of the girls’ increased from
2.17 for 3-year-old girls in the fall to 5.75 for 5-year-
old girls in the spring.

Representing Characters as Mental Agents

We can now use these results to address more
specifically the discrepancy between the narrative
and social cognition literatures about whether and
when young children begin to depict characters as
mental agents. That is, do young children attribute
to characters mental states such as beliefs, desires,
intentions, and emotions that are used to explain or
interpret characters” actions and interactions? And if
so, at what ages do children begin to do this with
some frequency?

In the developmental typology we have used,
the category of “persons” corresponds broadly to the
portrayal of characters as mental agents in this sense.
As explained earlier, the category of “actors” (Levels
1-2) comprises purely external depictions of char-
acters that convey a prementalistic conception of
the person. Depicting characters as “agents” (Levels
3-5) involves some preliminary or ambiguous
elements of a mentalistic conception of the person,
including implicit attributions of intentionality and/or
some rudimentary depictions of generalized moods
or emotional states. The category of “persons” in-
volves the explicit portrayal of characters as having
representational beliefs, desires, intentions, or
emotional reactions that motivate or direct action.
The coordination of these inner mental states with

actions, reality, and/or the mental states of other
characters may be explicit (Levels 7-8) or implicit
but readily inferable (Level 6). In either case, the
explicit depiction of characters’ representational
mental states in Levels 6—8 means that the narrative
portrayal of characters as “persons” indicates a men-
talistic conception of the person.

The relevant data are presented in Table 2 and
Figure 1. Overall, the children’s representations of
characters in their stories moved from a predomin-
ance of actors at age 3 to increasing inclusion of
agents at 4 and then increasing inclusion of persons
at 5. In the stories of 4-year-olds, portrayals of per-
sons also increased noticeably (14% in the fall and
25% in the spring for girls and 6% and 13% for boys),
although these were still not frequent, especially
for boys. For 5-year-olds, stories including portrayals
of persons increased sharply and actually became
the largest category for girls’ stories in the spring
(37-58% for girls and 11-31% for boys).

The proportion of children in each age cohort who
portrayed characters as persons also increased with
age. Among 3-year-olds, 3 out of 5 girls and 3 out of
5 boys told at least one story including persons,
but no girls and only 1 boy told more than one
such story. Among 4-year-olds, almost all children
told at least one story depicting persons—>5 girls and
4 boys—whereas 3 girls and 3 boys told more than
one such story. Among 5-year-olds, all 5 girls and
4 of the boys again told at least one story depicting
persons, but all 5 girls told more than one such story,
along with 3 of the boys.

In short, most children in this study began to por-
tray characters as mental agents in their stories, al-
though not frequently, by age 4. By age 5, substantial
proportions of their stories portrayed characters as
mental agents—that is, with explicit attribution of
representational mental states. These developmental
patterns held true for both boys and girls from ages
4 to 5, but at both ages the girls were significantly
more likely than the boys to portray characters
as persons in their stories. If portrayals of characters
as agents with rudimentary psychological capacities
are added to portrayals of persons, then stories
including agents and/or persons predominated in
the stories of both 4- and 5-year-olds.

Discussion

Using both methodological and conceptual innova-
tions, this study sought to reexamine the question of
whether and when young children begin to portray
characters as mental agents in their narratives.
As explained earlier, there has been a puzzling



discrepancy on this subject. In most research on
narrative development, there is a broad consensus
that children do not begin to represent characters’
inner mental life with significant frequency, and es-
pecially do not use such depictions to explain char-
acters’” actions and interactions, until middle
childhood —that is, 8—9 years. In contrast, a large
body of research on young children’s social under-
standing and their theories of mind has found that
young children, even 4-year-olds, regularly use a
mentalistic conception of the person, attributing to
others mental states such as thoughts, beliefs, in-
tentions, desires, and emotions that are used to ex-
plain and predict people’s actions and interactions.
Although part of this age gap may be developmen-
tally valid, due to young children’s need to master
the special formal demands of narrative construction
before they can fully incorporate their interpersonal
understanding in their stories, a lag of 4—5 years has
struck many researchers as implausibly large.

From Actors to Agents to Persons

On the basis of our previous research on young
children’s narratives, we hypothesized that the
techniques usually used to elicit narrative material
from young children did not fully capture their ac-
tual and potential narrative abilities, including their
capacities for character representation. Instead of
using narratives elicited by adults in relatively arti-
ficial and socially isolated experimental settings in
ways that constrain children’s narrative choices, we
analyzed a large body of narratives composed by
children in an ongoing practice of spontaneous
storytelling and group story-acting that was inte-
grated into their regular preschool curriculum and
their everyday peer-group culture. Drawing on a
range of sources in narrative and social cognition
research, philosophy, and narratology, we also
sought to construct a differentiated and theoretically
informed developmental typology with which to
capture the gradual emergence of a mentalistic con-
ception of the person in children’s depictions of
characters in their stories. We proposed an eight-
level developmental typology (Table 1) to delineate
the increasing depth and complexity of children’s
narrative representations of personhood, comprising
three larger categories of actors, agents, and persons.

To recapitulate briefly, “actors” are nonmentalistic
characters depicted purely in terms of actions and
other externally observable characteristics. Depicting
characters as “agents” manifests what theory-of-
mind researchers such as Miller and Aloise (1989)
would describe as a “rudimentary awareness of
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mental states” (p. 269) and of psychological caus-
ation; the category of agents thus covers significant
precursors of a mentalistic conception of the person.
“Persons” (Levels 6—8) are explicitly portrayed as
having representational beliefs, desires, intentions,
and emotions that motivate or direct action—the
phenomena that most developmental research on
narrative has not found in children’s stories with
significant frequency until 8-9 years. Portraying
characters as persons in this sense thus meets the
criteria of theory-of-mind researchers for portraying
them as mental agents. Some theory-of-mind re-
searchers might want to draw a sharper distinction
between Level 6, in which the links between inner
mental states and characters’ actions are mostly im-
plicit but readily inferable, and Levels 7-8, in which
these links are explicitly described. We certainly
agree that these differences are developmentally
significant, but for the purposes of this study we
have focused on examining the ages at which chil-
dren begin to explicitly depict representational
mental states in their narrative characters.

The results strongly corroborated the hypothe-
sized developmental patterns. With increasing age,
the mean proportions of stories falling into different
levels of the proposed developmental typology
showed a broadly continuous shift from lower to
more advanced levels of character representation
(see Table 2 and Figure 1). Actors, by far the largest
category in the stories of 3-year-olds, were surpassed
by agents in the stories of 4-year olds, and these in
turn were almost matched by persons in the stories
of 5-year-olds. This overall developmental trajectory
appeared whether different children were compared
by age or individual children’s stories were com-
pared between the fall and spring semesters, and
these results were significant both for the three major
categories—actors, characters, and persons—and
for the more detailed eight-level typology. The same
overall developmental pattern was found when each
child’s mean level of character representation was
calculated for fall and spring, respectively, and it was
further highlighted when this analysis was applied
to the first half of each child’s stories in the fall and
the last half in the spring (see Table 3).

Gender Differences in the Development of Young
Children’s Character Representations

Previous research on children’s narrative devel-
opment had led us to expect some gender differences
in the developmental patterns found by this study,
and this expectation was also confirmed. Although
both boys” and girls’ stories showed the overall de-
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velopmental trajectory just outlined, at every age the
girls’ stories were more likely to include higher
levels of character representation than the boys” and
vice-versa. To a certain extent, there appeared to be
gender differences not only in rates of development
of character representation but also in some path-
ways of development. Within the category of agents,
boys focused on portrayals of intention-in-action,
which developed through several levels of sophisti-
cation, whereas girls also began to explore subject-
ivity through rudimentary portrayals of simple
consciousness. These results accord with previous
findings, mentioned earlier, that girls may have
an earlier and more sophisticated understanding of
emotions than boys (e.g., Adams et al., 1995; Brown
et al., 1996; Dunn et al., 1991; Kuebli et al., 1995), as
well as previous analyses by Nicolopoulou and
others that found significant gender differences in
the form and content of young children’s narratives
(e.g., Nicolopoulou, 1997b; Nicolopoulou et al.,
1994), including the developing conceptions of the
person expressed in their narratives (Richner &
Nicolopoulou, 2001).

These gender-related patterns in the development
of young children’s character representations may
well reflect differences in narrative preferences
between boys and girls as well as differences in
narrative ability per se. The relative importance of
these factors remains an open question that the
present study could not address. However, gender
differences in the developmental patterns were clear
enough to suggest some open questions that further
research should explore.

Resolving the Age Discrepancy Between Narrative and
Social Cognition Research

One major implication of the results of this study
is a substantial reduction in the age discrepancy
between relevant findings reported by develop-
mental research in narrative and in social cognition.
The results of the present study suggest that the
picture presented by most narrative research, that
children do not begin to represent characters in their
narratives as mental agents with any significant
frequency until ages 8—9, has been misleading. Our
analysis places young children’s achievement of a
mentalistic conception of the person and its regular
manifestation in their narratives at age 5. This find-
ing would reduce the relevant age discrepancy be-
tween narrative and social cognition research from
4-5 years to about 1 year—a developmental lag that
seems quite plausible in light of young children’s
need to master the formal demands of narrative

before they can fully express their interpersonal
understanding in their storytelling.

In the stories told by 5-year-olds in our sample,
characters were portrayed as mental agents (i.e.,
persons) with considerable frequency. This was es-
pecially true for the girls (mean proportions of their
stories including persons were 37% in the fall and
58% in the spring), but significant proportions of the
5-year-old boys’ stories included portrayals of per-
sons as well (increasing from 11% in the fall to 31% in
the spring). And most of the other stories composed
by 5-year-olds included portrayals of characters as
agents, indicating some precursors of a mentalistic
conception of the person. Exclusive portrayals of
prementalistic actors were quite rare by age 5 (in the
spring, 0% for the girls and 11% for the boys).

Some portrayals of persons could already be
found in stories by 4-year-olds, especially girls, and
portrayals of agents were quite common. But there
was a major developmental advance in character
representation, both quantitative and qualitative,
between ages 4 and 5. Overall, 47% of the 5-year-
olds’ stories portrayed persons, and 14% of their
stories—18% in the spring—included explicit depic-
tions of contrastive representations (Level 8). Some
5-year-olds’ portrayals of characters as mental agents
were strikingly sophisticated in their use of
contrastive representations, including false beliefs,
to explain characters’ actions and interactions.
Consider, for example, this story by a 5-year-old boy.

Once there was Robin Hood. Then a bear came.
But the bear was nice. And Robin Hood thought
the bear was evil so he shot an arrow at the bear.
But the bear knocked the arrow out of the way.
The bear didn’t fight Robin Hood. So he shot an-
other arrow at the bear. But the bear again
knocked the arrow out of the way. After that the
bear didn’t run at Robin Hood. Bear was a nice
bear. So then that told Robin Hood that the bear
was a nice bear. So they were friends. Then a bad
guy came. The bear and Robin Hood fighted the
bad guy. And the bad guy died. And Robin Hood
and the bear won the fight. The End. (Edgar, 5-8)

Not only is Robin Hood explicitly described as
having a false belief that affects his actions, but he
actually corrects this false belief on the basis of new
information—specifically, the bear’s actions—and
this revised understanding allows Robin Hood and
the bear to become friends and fight the bad guy
together. It is hard to imagine a more genuinely
convincing narrative expression of a mentalistic
conception of the person.



Why were these results different from those in
most other narrative research? As we suggested
earlier, one major reason probably lies in the differ-
ent methods used to elicit the children’s narratives.
Most research in this area has used narratives
elicited by adults in socially isolated experimental
settings, using techniques that constrain children’s
narrative initiative and flexibility. Although there are
good justifications for many of these methodological
choices, we have argued (e.g., Nicolopoulou, 1996;
Richner & Nicolopoulou, 2001) that the kinds of
material generated by these procedures do not fully
capture young children’s actual and potential nar-
rative abilities. Instead, this study analyzed a large
body of narratives composed by children in a regular
practice of spontaneous storytelling and group story-
acting integrated into their everyday preschool
curriculum and peer-group life. As we expected, this
yielded a richer and more illuminating picture of
character representation and its development in the
children’s narratives. In some respects, this approach
may offer a methodological corrective for narrative
research similar to that of naturalistically situated
family-interaction research in social understanding.
Studies by Dunn and others (e.g., Dunn 1988; Raver
& Leadbeater, 1993) of young children’s participation
in everyday conversations in family settings found
evidence for certain forms of mental and emotional
understanding at earlier ages than had been found
by purely experimental theory-of-mind research.
Similarly, we sought to examine children’s narrative
activity in a social context that made it more mean-
ingful for the children involved and that offered
them greater opportunities for narrative experimen-
tation, cross-fertilization, and self-expression.

At the same time, in addition to the fact that this
material more accurately conveyed the levels of
character representation that the children actually
achieved, a second factor was probably at work as
well. It is likely that children’s participation in the
storytelling and story-acting practice also helped to
promote their narrative development, including the
development of their capacities for character repre-
sentation. (This would certainly be consistent with
the findings of previous research involving chil-
dren’s participation in this practice, including
Nicolopoulou, 1996, 1997b, 2002). On the basis of the
available data, it is not yet possible to analytically
disentangle these two factors and to specify their
respective roles in explaining the results. However,
for the purposes of the current study, sorting out
these factors is not of crucial importance, as we were
primarily interested in assessing young children’s
developmental potential at different ages. Once again,

From Actors to Agents to Persons 427

the issues involved here deserve attention in subse-
quent research. It would also be useful for further
research to include children from a wider range of
cultural, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds than
the preschoolers examined in this study.

Some Larger Implications

We would suggest that, in addition to the specific
findings of this study, the research reported here
also drives home the need for a closer and more
systematic integration between narrative and social
cognition research. As we hope this analysis has
made clear, the ever-expanding body of work on
young children’s social understanding and their
theories of mind offers, among other things, invalu-
able theoretical and conceptual resources to help
narrative researchers refine, deepen, and elaborate
their questions and analytical tools. At the same
time, narrative research can make important contri-
butions to social cognition research, and these are not
restricted to matters of theoretical method and re-
search technique. Because of the crucial role that
narrative plays in children’s own efforts to construct
reality and identity, young children’s narrative ac-
tivity offers an exceptionally rich and illuminating
window into their developing modes of thought and
images of the world, including their conceptions of
the person. But narrative can give us this window
only if we study it in contexts that are genuinely
meaningful, engaging, and stimulating for the chil-
dren themselves.
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