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Abstract: Persistence is one of the most critical aspects of learning motivation, but little attention has been paid to persistence 
intervention in the literature. The current study took a perspective from narrative psychology to examine the effect of narrative form on 
junior middle school students’ ability to persist. Thirty-two students were randomly assigned to the experimental group of competence- 
building narrative and the control group. While all the students constructed past experiences of success and failure, those in the 
experimental group were prompted to think from a competence-building perspective. Then both groups solved a figure-based problem, 
within which the researcher recorded their number of attempts and time spent. Results showed that those who construct past success 
and failure from a competence-building perspective attempted more times and spent more time on the unsolvable problem. 
Keywords: narrative psychology, persistence, narrative intervention, adolescents, motivation

Introduction
Persistence is the ability to overcome difficulties to achieve one’s goal persistently.1 Persistence is one of the essential 
components of willpower. Several survey studies indicated that persistence is vital to self-regulated learning.2,3 For 
example, learning engagement mediates the positive effect of persistence on primary school students’ academic 
achievement.4 The junior and senior high school students’ persistence is positively correlated with their application of 
learning strategies, with which they gain higher academic achievement.5 The persistence of junior high school students 
mediated the impact of learning interest and learning self-efficacy on math academic achievement.6 A content analysis of 
structured self-regulated learning interviews showed that the persistence of junior high school students in applying 
learning strategies is the most influencing factor for academic achievement.7

Despite the importance of persistence to learning engagement, learning strategies, and academic achievement, it is 
somewhat surprising that so little research has been conducted on improving adolescent persistence performance. There are 
a few experimental studies investigating antecedents of persistence for infants or young children, such as the playing 
context of infants,8 pressure context and material properties,9 and attitude and instructional types of teachers.10,11 However, 
individual differences in persistence expand as students age.1,12 So the results may not be transferrable or generalizable to 
adolescents. There has been much less experimental research on the persistence intervention for adolescence. This study 
investigates the effect of narrative formation on adolescents’ persistence to contribute to the literature.

The perspective of narrative psychology may be a promising way to intervene in students’ motivation performance. 
A personal life narrative or life story is the process and product of thinking about, constructing, and narrating past 
experiences. The personal narrative has been suggested to be the core of personality.13 Through restructuring past 
experiences and imagined futures, personal life narratives or life stories offer a person’s life unity, purpose, and meaning. 
One person’s motivational systems have been placed under the construct of characteristic adaptation in the framework of 
McAdams’ “five principles of personality psychology”.13 Characteristic adaptations are concerned with the motivational 
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aspect of humans, including motives, goals, plans, strivings, values, and schemas. Costa and McCrae suggested that 
characteristic adaptations are specific patterns of behavior that can be shaped by dispositional traits and by situational 
variables.14 As suggested, a life narrative can influence one’s characteristic adaptation, including the motive process.13 

Personal life narratives theoretically shape persistence as the characteristic of motivation. More importantly, accumulat-
ing evidence suggests that narrative identity is malleable, which means people are able to reconstruct their experiences.15 

This assumption gives a way to develop interventions through constructing one’s life story. Further, evidence suggests 
that the reconstructed narrative can impact students’ performance. For example, constructing a positive self-narrative can 
promote academic performance.16,17

Additionally, according to the regulatory focus theory of motivation,18 two distinctive motivational systems direct 
people’s behavior to pursue their goals: the promotion system that emphasizes obtaining success and growth; the 
prevention system that emphasizes avoiding failure and keeping the self safe. However, the regulatory focus has been 
viewed as one of the individual differences that are somewhat chronic. From the perspective of life narrative,13 it can be 
malleable because it is a dynamic motivational system that involves dynamics from life narratives and situational 
influences. Prior research showed that people’s narrative interpretation of past experiences could be categorized as the 
type that emphasizes growth or safety. From this point of view, it is possible to reconstruct past experiences to be 
promotion-focused, which makes sense of one’s experience by constructing a story of growth. We infer that this process 
of narrating one’s past experiences can drive his/her goal-directed behavior more persistently. Evidence suggests that the 
personal history of one’s adolescence is remembered the best and is the densest relative to any other development 
period.19 This age period is also the transition stage to adulthood from which narrative identity emerged.20 So this period 
of age provides a fertile repertoire of stories for adolescents to cultivate their narrative identity.

A personal narrative can be analyzed from two dimensions: structure and content. The competence-building narrative, 
proposed by Jones et al,21 comprises two themes: agency and redemption. That is, participants were instructed to narrate 
their agency in success experiences and the positive aspects of failure experiences. Preliminary evidence suggests that the 
competence-building narrative increases adolescents’ persistence.21 However, their two studies measured goal persistence 
with a self-reported questionnaire, ie, the grit scale. Persistence is a socially desirable trait; individuals might over-report 
their persistence. The same grit scale was measured twice in their Study 2 at two time points, which could make the 
researcher’s intention overt to the participants. In addition, the self-reported measures could be somewhat distanced from 
students’ daily context. In contrast, behavioral assessments are non-self-report measures, which tend to be more covert so 
that participants are less likely to guess the researcher’s hypothesis.22 Behavioral measures can elicit real responses that 
increase psychological realism. Therefore, in the present study, we employed a behavioral measurement of persistence by 
putting them in a situation of solving problems and assessing their persistence in performance. We recruited junior high 
school students and assigned them randomly to the experimental and control group. Both groups of participants were 
instructed to tell their life stories about success and failure, but only the experimental group was prompted to narrate from 
a competence-building perspective, ie, think of their agency from success and growth from failure.

In sum, the life story theory suggests that constructing a positive self-narrative can motivate a person through shaping 
characteristic adaptation, which is the personality’s core motivational component. The regulatory focus theory suggests that 
constructing a growth story from past experience can make people promotion-focused, which drives them to their goals. 
The personal narrative studies suggest that thinking of previous experiences from a perspective of agency and redemption 
can make people’s strivings persistent. Therefore, based on the reasoning from life story theory, regulatory focus theory, and 
narrative themes of agency and redemption, we hypothesized that compared to the control group, participants in the 
competence-building narrative group would perform better in terms of persistence when facing a difficult task. We also 
employed behavioral measures to address previous research’s limitation of self-report measures in the field.

Methods
Participants
Thirty-two students (male:21) from a key middle school were recruited, aged 12 to 15 (M=13, SD=0.83). They were 
randomly assigned to the experimental group and the control group, each contained 16 participants. They all scored in the 
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lower half of all students on the last scholastic tests, with their averaged percentile rank being 46.9% (the experimental 
group) and 47.2% (the control group). Before sampling, we reviewed previously reported effect sizes in the literature. 
Previous studies recorded high effect sizes. For example, students narrating competence-building themes in both failure 
and success stories scored higher in goal persistence than other students with a high effect size of Cohen’s d = 1.10.21 We 
used a comparable intervention in a lab environment, and the effect direction was determined (to be positive). We 
estimated the sample size necessary to achieve a power level of 0.80 for an expected high-sized effect of Cohen’s d = 
0.90 using the G*Power.23 The results suggested a total sample size of 32, with 16 for each group.

The Grit Scale
The original version of the Grit Scale24 was revised and compiled to the Chinese version and exhibited satisfactory 
reliability and validity.25 It consists of eight items, including dimensions of stability of interests (sample items include “I 
often become obsessed with an idea or project for a short period of time, but then lose interest”) and steadiness of efforts 
(sample items include “Setbacks will not discourage me”). Each dimension includes four items, which is anchored on 
Likert 5 scale. Higher scores indicate higher grit, which means stronger persistence in terms of trait. The purpose of the 
use of the Grit Scale was to measure participants’ trait persistence to confirm the validity of the random assignment, 
making sure the experimental group and the control group were paralleled on grit in the starting point. The Cronbach α 
was 0.74 in the sample of the current study.

Narrative Intervention
The way of narrative intervention was adapted from Jones et al.21 All participants were asked to write on a blank paper to 
tell about life events of both success and failure they experienced. In this way, it is assumed that participants construct 
their narratives of success and failure in the past. In contrast to the control group, participants in the experimental group 
were instructed to think of their past from a competence-building perspective. For instance, the researcher required 
participants to think of and tell about “what measures you take to achieve the success” and describe “through what way 
the failure bring about good change to you”. Participants in the control group also constructed their past success and 
failure. However, there is no such instruction prompted to them.

Unsolvable Task
Persistence is operationalized as the number of times attempted and the duration of time used to solve a problem. These 
indicators has been used successfully in previous studies.26–28 In the present study, it is measured using an unsolvable 
task adapted from previous study,27,29 which is a figure-based reasoning task. Its advantage includes avoiding culturally 
specific or content specific bias. For instance, math or reading comprehension problems may intrigue different levels of 
interest among participants.

Participants were given two stacks of paper. Each paper contained a line diagram and was stacked in piles. The 
diagram in each stack was different (see Figures 1 and 2). Participants were asked to use a pen to trace over all the 
lines in the diagram in one attempt without tracing over any line twice, and lifting the pen was not permitted in one 
attempt. If they failed, they could start a novel attempt with another paper. Additional instruction from the researcher 
included,

I will show you two diagrams on the paper. They are different in the level of difficulty. The first diagram to trace is very 
difficult. There is only 5% of students would complete it. The second diagram is moderately difficult. The rate of success is 
50%. I will give you the first diagram in the first. You can try your best to do it. If you think it is beyond your effort to figure it 
out, you can tell me to shift to the second diagram at any time. 

In fact, the first diagram was unsolvable, so each trial in the first task would fail. The second one was solvable. Any time 
the participant informed the researcher to proceed to the second item, the recording of the number of novel attempts and 
the time he/she spent in the task was also ended. If the participant did not proceed to the second item after starting 20 
minutes, the researcher would remind him/her that he/she can shift to the second one at any time. The researcher would 
remind them again after 35 minutes and inform them to end the attempts for the first diagram at 60 minutes. Two 
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measures were recorded: the number of novel trials taken at the first diagram before turning to the second diagram; the 
total time spent from the time the participant started the first item to the point of time he/she decided to take the second 
diagram.

Procedures
Participants were invited to participate in the experiment with their consent. After the participants agreed, researchers 
contacted the teachers in charge of the class and sought their consent in the teacher-parent meeting. The subjects were 
instructed to complete each experiment alone. Each subject was randomly assigned to an experimental group or a control 

Figure 1 The unsolvable diagram.

Figure 2 The solvable diagram.
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group. All subjects first completed the Chinese version of the abbreviated persistence questionnaire as a baseline-level 
test of persistence to check and confirm that there was no difference in baseline persistence between the two groups. 
Then, the experimental group completed the competence-building narrative alone in a quiet environment. At the same 
time, the control group completed a narrative about their experience of success and failure without competence-building 
thinking. Finally, all participants completed the unresolved task. All data were input and analyzed by SPSS 20.0.

Results
We conducted independent sample t-tests for the experimental group and the control group. Results showed that there 
was no difference between the control group (M = 2.95, SD = 0.50) and the experimental group (M = 2.81, SD = 0.77) in 
the interest stability dimension: t (30) = 0.61, p = 0.546, d = 0.22; there was also no difference between the control group 
(M = 3.34, SD = 0.58) and the experimental group (M = 3.52, SD = 0.67) in the effort sustainability dimension: t (330) = 
−0.78, p = 0.442, d = 0.28; the control group (M = 3.15, SD = 0.47) and the experimental group (M = 3.16, SD = 0.64) 
were not significantly different in the scores for the whole persistence scale: t (30) = −0.08, p = 0.937, d = 0.03. The 
baseline test results indicated that the randomized assignment was effective, ensuring that there was no significant 
difference in persistence at the trait level of personality between the two groups.

One way ANOVA test showed that the competence-building narrative group (M = 39.38, SD = 18.00) attempted more 
times than the control group (M = 25.56, SD = 18.68) to solve the problem (mean difference = 13.82 with 95% CI [0.57, 
27.06]), F(1, 30) = 4.54, p = 0.042, d = 0.75 with 95% CI [0.03, 1.47], see Figure 3. The experimental group (M = 25.88, SD 
= 11.72) also spent longer time (min) than the control group (M = 17.81, SD = 9.28) in solving the difficult task (mean 
difference = 8.07 with 95% CI [0.43, 15.70]), F(1,30) = 4.65, p = 0.039, d = 0.76 with 95% CI [0.04, 1.48], see Figure 4.

Discussion
The results confirmed our hypothesis: the competence-building narrative intervention makes junior high school students 
persist in solving the task: attempt more times and spend more extended time. The results are consistent with previous 
studies showing competence-building narrative intervention is valid in improving students’ persistence performance.21 

Our results are worthwhile observations that complement previous studies and validate the effective role of personal 
narrative construction in motivating goal persistence. It also provides more evidence for the plasticity of the individual 
narrative, thus providing the basis for the further development and application of the narrative intervention. In addition, 

Figure 3 Number of attempts as function of narrative formation.
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the results of our study contribute further evidence in a sample of Chinese adolescents, validating the effect of 
competence-building narrative on persistence.

One explanation for the effect of narrative interventions on persistence would be that the competence-building 
narrative helps self-meaning construction and promotes a positive mood within participants. Previous research indicates 
that students with lower anxious emotions are more likely to use self-regulated learning strategies and show stronger task 
persistence than those with higher anxious emotions.30 From a narrative psychology perspective, the students’ narrative 
of success or failure experiences is a recall of special events occurring in the past. These separate events lasting within 24 
hours, whether the valence is positive or negative, are self-definingmemories.31 For example, the memory of a certain test 
or a certain ball match is a self-defining memory. Memories of these particular events are both a process and 
a capability.32 Being able to retrieve self-defining memories and connect them with the long-term self-structure is 
a process of meaning construction. So, the retrieval and narrative of self-defining memory can give the self-meaning and 
purpose. This is helpful to the self-identity question of “what I want to do”. If an individual cannot activate a self- 
defining memory, it can lead to psychological dysregulation. Studies have shown that memory has recovery effects on 
human mood regulation.33 When people are in negative situations, past negative events are more accessible, which is 
called the mood congruence effect on cognitive processing, but then the regression effect occurs, that is, originally 
optimistic people will recall more positive events, which reflects the person’s use of memory during mood regulation. 
Retrieval of self-defining memory is difficult for people with high self-defense. Therefore, guiding students to narrate 
makes them more willing to tell past stories. The narrative intervention can facilitate recalling defining memories and 
reconstructing them to integrate past experiences with current goals. This meaning-generation process helps improve 
students’ self-meaning, purpose, and mood, which in turn makes students more persistent in task performance.

The impact of competence-building narrative on persistence may also be achieved by enhancing self-efficacy. Self- 
efficacy can boost persistence performance. Some studies believe that Asian students have stronger achievement 
motivation and self-efficacy, better persistence, and behavior control.34 A correlational study found that the higher the 
self-efficacy of primary school students, the stronger the motivation and persistence in completing difficult tasks.35 

Students with high learning efficacy use more self-regulated learning strategies and have greater task persistence.36 Self- 
efficacy is itself one of the important drivers of learning.37 Identity-based motivation theory suggests that the individual 
identity is continuously constructed, and the interpretation of events influences the construction of individual identity.38 

Two ways of interpreting events can improve the self-regulation motivation: on the one hand, when people encounter 

Figure 4 Time spent as function of narrative formation.
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obstacles in achieving their goals, they attribute these difficulties to the importance of the goal; on the other hand, when 
people succeed in the realization of the goal, they interpret the ease of the goal achievement to the possibility of solving 
problems. In the narrative intervention, participants considered the importance of the failure events by reflecting on their 
good aspects brought to them. They also summarized the experience of successful events by thinking about the solutions 
they used to achieve successes. These interpretations of the events can enhance their self-efficacy, which promotes their 
persistence performance.

In addition to the above theoretical contributions, this study offers practical implications concerning adolescents’ 
identity development. Adolescence is a rapid development period of narrative identity.39 Self-narrative is critical to the 
development of teenagers during adolescence period, during which their self-identity also develops quickly. The self- 
narrative pattern affects self-identity formation. Redemption sequence (redemption sequence) is one of the four main 
narrative patterns.40 That is, the narrator changes from a negative state to a positive state through a narrative process. 
Longitudinal tracking studies suggest that redemption-pattern narratives can drive a positive shift in behavior.41 In the 
experimental intervention, the competence-building narrative required participants to positively construct failure experi-
ences, which helped participants to switch from negative to positive valence events. It is of great significance through 
narrative guidance to help teenagers establish a positive construction of past experiences in this period for future 
development.

Some differences distinguish the narrative intervention in the current study from other narrative interventions. First, 
previous narrative interventions mainly guided subjects to retrieve and describe positive content from their past 
experiences17 or directly present the modified story to participants for reading,16 and did not guide participants to 
deep cognitive processing. The narrative intervention of this study led participants to reconstruct both positive and 
negative content and change perspectives. The results imply that not only the content and structure, but the perspective of 
the narrative is feasible for intervention. Future narrative interventions can explore more different methods and compare 
their respective advantages. Second, the majority of narrative interventions in China are conducted through consulting 
conversations. Asians seem to prefer the non-verbal communication mode and the non-direct communication mode. 
Therefore, the narrative approach of non-direct communication may pose less threat to individuals and thus play a greater 
role than oral communication.42 Our results showed that thinking and writing are also practical for narrative interven-
tions. Moreover, the inclusion of “storytelling” into the intervention may be more accessible to students in the new era. 
The results have implications for the consolidation and development of relevant narrative psychology theories and the 
application of narrative methods in practice. Changes in narrative style can affect personal self-identity in personality 
structures and then influence adaptive traits in personality structures closer to real life, including behavioral manifesta-
tions such as goal setting, planning implementation, and motivational processes.

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the endurance of the effect has yet to be rated in the study. Future 
study is needed to examine how long it will last. Second, although the effect sizes are large, more research needs to 
consolidate the effect in the future. Third, whether the practice is valid in an actual situation? Large scale field study is 
needed to examine the intervention. Fourth, although the mood and self-efficacy explanations seem plausible, future 
research should provide empirical evidence.

Conclusion
In the current study, we provide additional evidence supporting the effect of the competence-building narrative inter-
vention on junior high school students’ task persistence in a Chinese sample. The study adapted the original competence- 
building narrative task to a Chinese version and adopted a handwriting formation for the narrating task. We employed 
covert behavior measurement to measure goal persistence using an unsolvable line-tracing task. The study concludes that 
the competence-building narrative enhances Chinese adolescents’ persistence in solving a problem.

Data Sharing Statement
The data presented in this study are available on request from the corresponding author.
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