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Fifty-four oral proficiency interviews with L2 speakers of Russian ranging from Intermediate High through Superior (predominantly Advanced Mid) were examined for the presence of narrative as defined by Labov. Descriptors adapted from McCabe and Peterson’s episodic analysis were also used. The interviews were low-stakes events (no consequences for the interviewees). While OPIs were found to provide relatively weak prompts for episodic narrative, Superior speakers of Russian provided complete and complex episodes more readily than did speakers at lower proficiency levels. As expected, paragraphed narration was found in the speech samples of those throughout the Advanced range, but narrative episodes consisted largely of stative accounts of events (e.g. “It was a program for teachers. It was in New York”) rather than full episodes with highlighted punctual actions (“After I applied, I realized what a terrible mistake I had made”). In such cases, the presence of speaker evaluation lends a feeling of narrative without the elements that would complete the episode. This both supports and contradicts Liskin-Gasparro’s OPI-based case-study findings with an Advanced speaker of Spanish, which featured a complex episode with evaluation. Moreover, attempts at complete episodic narration by Russian Advanced Mid speakers sometimes resulted in evidence of additional cognitive load or, in the case of Advanced Low and Intermediate High speech, in breakdown. It is concluded that narrative, as opposed to narration, is an emerging skill at the Advanced level.
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