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Family Narratives Family Narratives We all talk about past events with our families: We chat over the dinner
table about day-to-day events and we also spend time reminiscing about important family events such as a
vacation or the death of a relative. Family reminiscing is a unique opportunity in which families share their
past experiences together. Creating a shared history by reminiscing helps to maintain emotional bonds within a
family. Children are also learning about how to conceptualize themselves within the family. What kind of
experiences have I had? How do I relate to other people? And how does my past experience help me
understand who I am today? Our projects look at families across time, by examining parental reminiscing style
in preschooler and early adolescence and family narratives and intergenerational narratives during
adolescence. Parental Reminiscing Style In our research, we examine how parents and children talk about the
past together. We have found that parents differ along a dimension of elaboration, with some parents
reminiscing in a highly elaborative manner, talking in great detail and including a lot of emotion and
evaluation in their narratives, whereas other parents are less elaborative, including less detail and emotion in
their narratives. During preschool During the preschool years, children are just learning how and why to
reminisce about their past. Although even infants are able to remember specific details of their experiences,
over the course of the preschool years, children learn how to organize these memories into narratives that help
provide a structure for understating and evaluating their past experiences, and their selves. In these early
reminiscing conversations, parents do most of the work, providing most of the information and asking their
children to repeat or confirm information. Across the preschool years, children become more competent
participants in these reminiscing conversations, essentially becoming able to create a coherent narrative of
their past on their own. Importantly, children of highly elaborative mothers learn to tell stories about their own
past in more detailed and coherent ways. Intriguingly, these children also develop a more differentiated
self-concept, and higher levels of emotional regulation. These patterns of results indicate that children are
learning how to remember and narrate the events of their lives in family social interactions, in which
autobiographical memory and self emerge. During adolescence During adolescence, children begin to develop
a more extended sense of self, beginning to understand and construct a more overarching life story that defines
who they are and who they will be. The ways in which families reminisce about their shared past helps
adolescents to understand who they are both within the family and as an individual in society. Families that
are more elaborative, with each family member contributing to the ongoing narrative and sharing their
perspectives and opinions, have children with higher levels of self-esteem and emotional well-being. More
specifically, families that are able to reminisce about highly stressful events in an emotionally expressive and
explanatory fashion have children with higher levels of self-understanding and self-esteem. Intergenerational
Narratives and Family History Families not only tell stories of their shared past, but tell stories of the more
extended family, stories parents tell about their own childhood, about their parents, and their parents before
them. Intriguingly, we have found that these kinds of family stories emerge even during everyday
conversations across the dinner table. More importantly, families that tell more of these kinds of family history
stories have adolescent children that have higher levels of self-understanding and emotional well-being.
Adolescents who know more family history show higher self-esteem, lower levels of behavior problems, such
as withdrawal and aggression, higher sense of self-efficacy, and a more differentiated sense of self.
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Lepore bio , Shela Merchant bio , and Marshall P. Although much past research has examined reminiscing
between mothers and their preschool children, very little attention has been given to family narrative
interaction with older children. In the present study, we examined family reminiscing in spontaneous
narratives that emerged during family dinnertime conversations. The results revealed that mothers contributed
more to the narratives than did fathers in that they provided, confirmed, and negated more information,
although fathers requested more information than mothers. Throughout the day, we experience mundane,
important, and emotional events. Some of these events are experienced with our families while others are
experienced independent of them, but at the end of the day we share these [End Page ] stories with our family.
Over the past two decades, a growing body of research has revealed differences in the ways that parents
reminisce about past events with their children. However, the scope of these studies has been rather narrow.
Most studies have examined elicited narratives between mothers and their preschool children about shared
experiences, with limited research extending parent-child reminiscing to middle childhood. Therefore, the
major objective of this study is to examine differences in spontaneous family narrative interaction. A more
exploratory secondary objective was to examine relations between family reminiscing and child emotional and
behavioral adjustment. Parental Reminiscing Style The majority of research on parent-child reminiscing about
past events has focused on dyadic interactions between a mother and her child. Maternal elaborative
reminiscing style is consistent over time, across siblings, and is specific to the reminiscing context; that is,
mothers who are more elaborative when reminiscing are not necessarily more conversationally elaborative in
other conversational contexts for a review, see Fivush et al. Elaboration is a global construct that captures
parental guidance, or scaffolding Fivush et al. In fact, Haden, Ornstein, Rudek, and Cameron have recently
demonstrated that mothers who request and confirm more information from their preschool children facilitate
the development of autobiographical memory skills more so than mothers who simply provide information.
Family Narratives To date, little reminiscing research has examined the family as a whole. Emerging from a
family systems perspective, examining how the family as a whole communicates, interacts, and responds to
one another is essential for understanding families and the factors that contribute to the well-being of the
individual members Kreppner, Focusing specifically on family narrative interaction may be particularly
important because in talking about the past, family members reconstruct their personal and shared experiences
and in this process reinterpret and reevaluate what happened and what it meant. As Ochs, Taylor, Rudolph,
and Smith have argued, family narratives are critical sites for socialization because complex discussions arise
when family members experienced an event together and subsequently reminisce about it. Through
participating in this type of family reminiscing, children learn how to become not only storytellers but also
theory builders. In order for a family to construct a coherent narrative together, each part of the story must be
explained, and the members of the family may challenge what was told, [End Page ] may add in different
pieces, or may critique and rework the current theory of what happened. Studies have confirmed that maternal
elaboration is the critical dimension in predicting child outcome for reviews, see Fivush, ; Fivush et al. For
example, Laible a , b found that mothers who were more elaborative when reminiscing about past behavioral
transgressions had preschool children who showed more advanced emotional and moral understanding as well
as more adaptive emotional regulation. Thus, it is clear that elaborative reminiscing has positive benefits. We
have recently extended the research on dyadic reminiscing and well-being to examine relations between
elicited family narratives and child well-being. In this research, we asked 40 middle-class two-parent families
with a preadolescent child to reminisce about a shared negative experience and a shared positive experience.
Conversations with a coordinated perspective incorporated and integrated information from all members and
were related to higher self-esteem, especially in girls. Conversations with an individual perspective, in which
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family members took turns telling their [End Page ] thoughts and feelings about the event without integration
among the perspectives, were associated with a more external locus of control, especially in boys.
Conversations with an imposed perspective, in which one family member was in charge of the conversation or
that included unpleasant exchanges between members, were not associated with either self-esteem or locus of
control although this was likely because of the low incidence of this style in this sample. Marin, Bohanek, and
Fivush subsequently examined the emotional and explanatory language in these elicited narratives in more
detail and found that families who expressed and explained specific negative emotions when conarrating
shared negative experiences had children who rated themselves higher on social, behavioral, and academic
competence. These findings establish that the ways in which families reminisce about past events is important
for child well-being and that mothers and fathers play different roles. However, these studies did not examine
how spontaneous narratives emerge in everyday family interaction and whether these interactions may be
related to child adjustment. Dinnertime Narratives In this study, we undertook a more systematic investigation
of how narratives emerge in spontaneous family interactions. We chose to tape record typical dinnertime
conversations because this is a time when the family comes together to share their day. Thus, it seems an ideal
context for the telling of stories. There is also a vast literature detailing the positive effects of family rituals
more generally e. Based on the research reviewed here on the beneficial effects of elaborated reminiscing, we
argue that the narratives told around the dinner table may be an important part of what makes dinnertime
beneficial for children. We focused on how mothers and fathers scaffolded these narratives in terms of
providing, requesting, confirming, and negating information. Only three studies have quantitatively examined
narrative differences for events that were shared between the mother and child and those that were only
experienced by the child, but intriguing differences have been found. Thus, it is possible that narratives of
events experienced by individual members of a family may differ in important ways from narratives of events
that were shared by two or more family members. In the dinnertime context we were able to examine how
different types of family narratives, shared and unshared as well as recent and remote, are told. A secondary
objective of this research was to examine possible relations between family narratives and child well-being.
However, the researchers did not fully examine the types of narratives that emerged over the dinner table or
the process of narrative interaction as each family member contributed to the evolving story. Our goal in this
study was to systematically describe the frequency, type, and process of family narrative interaction. We
predicted, based on the [End Page ] limited research examining mother-preschooler and father-preschooler
dyads, that mothers would be more elaborative overall than fathers. A secondary and more exploratory goal
was to examine possible relations between family narratives and child well-being; we predicted that parents
who demonstrated a more elaborative style, through providing, requesting, and confirming more information,
might have children who displayed higher levels of emotional and behavioral adjustment as measured by the
Child Behavior Checklist CBCL Achenbach, Method Participants As part of a larger project examining
relations between family communication, family narratives, and family well-being, 40 middle-class two-parent
families with at least 1 child between 9 and 12 years old the focal child were recruited from various sources e.
Thirty-seven of these families participated in the dinnertime portion of the project that is reported here. We
note that these are the same families for which we examined elicited narratives as described in the
introduction. Thirty of these families are dual earners, and 7 are single earners. This is a highly educated
sample, with 17 mothers and 22 fathers having completed a postgraduate degree, 13 mothers and 8 fathers
having completed college, 7 mothers and 6 fathers having some college education, and 1 father who
completed some high school. Twenty-eight families self-identified as Caucasian, 3 as African American, 5 as
mixed race, and 1 as Asian American. Thirty of the families are traditional nuclear families, 5 are blended
families, and 2 are extended families with at least 1 additional adult living with them. The number of children
in each family ranged from 1 to 6 mean number of children is 2. Three families had 1 child present at the
meal, 22 families had 2 children present, 8 families had 3 children present, 3 families had 4 children present,
and 1 family had 5 children present. Families were informed that we were interested in family patterns of
interaction during routine family events. No mention was made of specific interest in talk about past events or
narratives. All parents signed informed consent, and adolescents gave verbal assent to the procedures as
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approved by the institutional review board. Families were given a tape recorder and asked to record two to
three family dinnertime conversations over a two-week period. Thirty-one families returned at least two
conversations, and six families returned just one [End Page ] dinner conversation. All conversations were
transcribed verbatim and checked for accuracy before coding. Dinner conversations varied in length from 20
to 45 minutes. In addition to collecting the audiotaped dinnertime conversations, mothers and fathers were
also asked to complete the CBCL on the focal child. The CBCL Achenbach, was chosen to assess child
behaviors because it is widely used in the clinical and developmental literatures to determine the presence or
absence of internalizing e. Because only the internalizing and externalizing scales are of interest in the present
study, we only discuss items and scoring for these scales. Internalizing and externalizing scores are calculated
independently, with the responses from 32 items summed to create a total internalizing score and the
responses from 33 items summed to create a total externalizing score. Each item is scored from 0 to 2, with 0
indicating that the item is "not true" of the child, whereas a 2 indicates that the item is "very true or often true"
of the child. For example, sample items reflective of internalizing problems include "Feels worthless or
inferior" and "Would rather be alone than with others," and sample items reflective of externalizing problems
include "Gets in many fights" and "Swearing or obscene language. In the present study, both mothers and
fathers completed the CBCL for the target child. However, past research has indicated that multiple informants
often contribute different reports of child behavior e. With one exception, the mothers in the present 37
families were the primary caretakers of the children, and thus we present data only from the maternal ratings.
We do note that in preliminary analyses of our data the paternal CBCL ratings were not related to any
narrative measures these analyses are available from the first author. We return to this issue in the discussion.
Alphas on a subset of this sample were reported by Bohanek et al. As reported by Achenbach, overall
one-week test-retest reliability Pearson rs for the internalizing and externalizing scores are. Transcription and
Coding Two coders read through all of the transcripts together and identified all the narratives within the
dinnertime conversations. A narrative was defined as a reference to a specific past event. Narratives began
when the past event was introduced and ended when the narrative talk changed i. Although there was often
nonnarrative talk embedded within the narrative e. Once all the narratives were identified, coding focused on
two issues: Descriptions focused on who and what the narratives were about and when the narrated event
occurred. Narrative interaction focused on the kinds of narrative utterances used by mothers, fathers, and
children in the narratives, specifically whether participants were requesting, providing, confirming, or
negating information. More specifically, narrative description focused on: Theme, or what the narrative was
about e. Time of occurrence, or when the event within the narrative took place. Recent events happened either
that day or the day before, and remote events took place more than two days earlier although virtually all of
the remote events in the corpus occurred at least several months in the past. Type of narrative, or whether the
past event being described was experienced by just one person at the table independent , or by more than one
family member family. Note that independent narratives experienced by one family member can include
people outside the family as participants, and thus the event is experienced independent of the family.
Therefore, independent narratives focus on a family member as an individual, whereas family narratives focus
on individuals as members of the family. Initiator, or who begins the narrative, coded as the mother, father, or
child. Narratives can be initiated either by a question e. Subject of the narrative, or who the narrative is about.
This could either be the mother, father, a child, or the family defined as two or more family members. It is
important to note that this is different than narrative type in that an event might have been shared by several
family members e. Length, assessed as the number of words contributed to the narrative by each family
member. Coding narrative interaction focused on the process of conarrating the event and was adapted from
previous schemes developed to code for elaborative reminiscing e. First, each utterance within each narrative
was identified. An utterance was defined as any proposition with either an explicit or implied subject and verb
as well as affective exclamations and confirmations or negations of previous utterances. Each utterance was
then coded into one of the following mutually exclusive and exhaustive categories:
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Family Narratives. We all talk about past events with our families: We chat over the dinner table about day-to-day events
and we also spend time reminiscing about important family events such as a vacation or the death of a relative.

4: A Lesson in Writing a Narrative Family History | The Armchair Genealogist
The family narrative is a part of personal heritage, uniting a family's past and its present and providing a link to future
generations. Nineteen notes are included. Four appendixes (an informational letter about the course, an assignment, a
memory book project, and a family questionnaire) are attached.

5: Family & Community > Personal Narratives - Family Stories
Start studying Family narratives. Learn vocabulary, terms, and more with flashcards, games, and other study tools.

6: Family Narratives Lab â€“ Exploring how people remember and narrate the events of their lives
We conduct family narrative writing retreats, record family stories, and design products for the individual client,
preserving your stories for generations to.

7: Project MUSE - Narrative Interaction in Family Dinnertime Conversations
Family Narratives. Family reminiscing creates a shared history and helps to maintain emotional bonds. Our projects
examine parental reminiscing style with children from preschool through preteen, and family intergenerational narratives
during adolescence and early adulthood.
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7. Example of Narrative Essay About Family Structure of the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. Structure of the
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass written by Frederick Douglass is
an outstanding piece of work.

9: Help - AdoptUSKids
We conduct family narrative writing retreats, record family stories, and design products for the individual client,
preserving your stories for generations to Your Story Matters We help individuals, families, and community groups to
collect, compose, and compile their stories for generations to come.
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