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• Background
• MAIN as an assessment instrument
• Study design
• Analysis: Macrostructure (general)
• Qualitative case study
• Discussion

• Research question: How can we systematically investigate 
narrative skills in general and addressee-specific pragmatic 
skills in particular?

Outline
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• Working memory & age (cf. e.g. Archer et al. 2018, 
Brockmole/Logie 2013, Fabiani et al. 2016, Klencklen et al. 
2017)

• Working memory & language (Gathercole/Baddeley 1993, 
Baddeley 2003, Alatorre-Cruz et al. 2018, Schuh 2011)

• Narrative skills
• Research on narrative skills
• Narrative skills of older people

– Biographical narratives (cf. Gerstenberg 2011, Dittmann o.J.)
– Structurally complex narratives by 80-year-olds (Kemper et al. 1990)
Ø Not systematically varied

Background
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• Narrator
- Linguistic background

- Stage of life

- Cognitive state

• Narration
- Biographical/imagined (“uncontrolled”)

- Elicited (“controlled”)

• Addressee
- Adult

- Child

Background: Conditions of narrations
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Based on a multidimensional model of story organization (Story 
Structure, cf. Stein/Glenn 1979)
• Narrative consists of components: Setting + Episode(s)
• Episode consistst of several components:

1) Initiating component
2) Reaction
3) Goal
4) Attempt
5) Outcome

• Verbalizing of GAO as an indicator of the story‘s complexity
and as an evidence of the ability to tell a coherent story

• Cross-linguistic

= Internal State (IS), Frame

= „Core“ (GAO)

MAIN (cf. Gagarina et al. 2019)
main.leibniz-zas.de
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Setting Internal State Goal

Attempt Outcome

„One day there was a mother bird who saw that her baby birds were hungry.
She flew away because she wanted to find food for them. [A hungry cat saw
that the mother bird was flying away and meowed: ”Mmm, nice, what do I see
here in the nest?”]
The mother bird came back with a big worm for her children, [but she did not 
see the cat.] She was happy about the juicy worm for her babies. [...]

MAIN story Baby Birds
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Interviews with monolingual speakers of Russian, Polish and German,
different age groups, without diagnosed cognitive impairment, ongoing
project

• Questionnaire

• Interview (remote or in-presence), duration 50-90 Minutes, including:
- Cognitive tests: Screening of executive functions, Month-Ordering task (working

memory, verbal), Benton test (working memory, visual spatial)

- Telling of two MAIN-Stories (in Telling-mode)

Study Design (whole project)

Group (age) German Polish Russian Total
G1 = 20-25 5 5 5 15
G2 = 45-50 5 5 5 15
G3 = 70-82 8 - - 8
Total 18 10 10 38
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Narrations in a testing situation
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Narrations in a testing situation
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G 1
20-25 years
N = 30

G 2
45-50 years
N = 30

G 3
70-82 years
N = 16

Score

Macrostructure (scores) total
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G 1,
20-25 y.
N = 15

Gr 2,
45-50 y.
N = 15

G 3,
70-82 y.
N = 8

Score Addressee: Adult

Macrostructure (scores) Addressee
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G 1,
20-25 y.
N = 15

G 2,
45-50 y.
N = 15

G 3,
70-82 y.
N = 8

Score Addressee: Child

Macrostructure (scores) Addressee
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• Possibility to assess narrative skills
• Possibility to vary the design systematically and to test

pragmatic skills (by changing the addressee)
• Addressee-specificity given in all groups
• Narratives addressed to children are more explicit and

structurally more complex

Interim conclusion
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• 8 test persons, subdivided by their performance in the
working memory tests:
• 4 high-performer (2 female, 2 male, 70-82 years, with partnership)

• 4 low-performer (3 female, 1 male, 72-78 years, without partnership)

Case study: Group 3

17

15

13

11

17

15

13
High-performer
N = 8 High-performer

Low-performer
N = 8 Low-performer

Total Addressee

Adult

Child
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Where are the differences?

• Scores for the „Core“, the Goal-Attempt-Outcome-cluster in 
total: 9
- given in both groups: No difference in story complexity!

• Scores for Internal States and Frame in total: 8
- Low-performers: 4-6 (mean 5) for both stories
- High-performers:

- Addressed to an adult 4-7 (mean 5,5)
- Addressed to a child: 5-8 (mean 7)
Ø Intraindividual difference between the stories

• Incorporating of the story
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• High-performers show an intraindividual difference between
the stories:
- Lower scores for stories addressed to an adult

- Higher scores for stories addressed to a child (cf. other age groups)

• Low-performers show no difference regarding the
addressee
- Similar stories

- Comparable to the stories addressed to an adult of high-performers

Ø Loss of intraindividual variety

Summary
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• Main differences in incorporating the story and verbalizing
the Internal States = opportunity to make the story more
accessible or comprehensible for the addressee
Ø Loss is parallel to the findings of loss of pragmatic subtleties (ability

to empathise with others) in MCI/dementia (cf. Hamilton 2020,
Guiterrez-Rexach/Schatz 2016)

• Changing the addressee as a possibility to systematically
assess intraindividual pragmatic variety in storytelling

• Limitations (small group, ongoing project)
• Need for further studies

Conclusion



18

Alatorre-Cruz, G.C., et al. (2018). Effects of Age and Working Memory Load on Syntactic
Processing: An Event-Related Potential Study. Front. Hum. Neurosci. 12:185. doi: 
10.3389/fnhum.2018.00185

Archer, J.A. et al. (2018). Working memory, age and education: A lifespan fMRI study. PLOS 
ONE 13(3): e0194878. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0194878

Baddeley, A. (2003). Working memory and language: An overview. Journal of Communication 
Disorders 36, 189–208, doi:10.1016/S0021-9924(03)00019-4

Brockmole, J.R., Logie, R.H. (2013). Age-related change in visual working memory: a study of
55,753 participants aged 8–75. Front. Psychology 4:12. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00012

Dittmann, J. (o.J.). Sprachliche Veränderungen im Alter: Großmutters gut strukturierte Gute-
Nacht-Geschichte. Online unter: https://www.pr.uni-
freiburg.de/publikationen/surprisingscience/facetten_des_alterns/sparchealter/sprachealter#
text

Fabiani, M., Zimmerman, B., Gratton, G. (2015). Working Memory and Aging: A Review. In P. 
Jolicoeur, C. Lefebvre, J. Martinez-Trujillo (eds.): Mechanisms of Sensory Working Memory, 
Academic Press, S. 131-148, https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-801371-7.00011-9.

Gagarina, N., Klop, D., Kunnari, S., Tantele, K., Välimaa, T., Bohnacker, U. & Walters, J. 
(2019). MAIN: Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives – Revised. ZAS Papers in 
Linguistics 63.

Gathercole, S.E., Baddeley, A.D. (1993). Working Memory and Language. DOI: 
10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198568971.013.0046 

References

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0194878
https://www.pr.uni-freiburg.de/publikationen/surprisingscience/
https://www.pr.uni-freiburg.de/publikationen/surprisingscience/


19

Gerstenberg, A. (2011). Generation und Sprachprofile im höheren Lebensalter: 
Untersuchungen zum Französischen auf der Basis eines Korpus biographischer Interviews. 
Frankfurt am Main.

Gutiérrez-Rexach, J., Schatz, S. (2016). Cognitive impairment and pragmatics. SpringerPlus, 
5, 127. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40064-016-1759-7

Hamilton, H.E. (2020). Pragmatics and Dementia. In K. P. Schneider & E. Ifantidou (eds.) 
Developmental and Clinical Pragmatics, Berlin/Boston, 611–646. 
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110431056-021

Kemper, S., Rash. S., Kynette, D., Norman, S. (1990). Telling Stories: The Structure of Adult‘s
Narratives. European Journal of Cognitive Psychology, 2 (3): 205-228.

Klencklen, G., Lavenex, P.B., Brandner, C., Lavenex, P. (2017). Working memory decline in 
normal aging: Is it really worse in space than in color? In: Learning and Motivation, Volume 
57, S. 48-60, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lmot.2017.01.007.

Schuh, J.M. (2011). Pragmatic Language Abilities: Working Memory Influences on Mutual 
Information. https://opencommons.uconn.edu/dissertations/AAI3485419 

Stein, N. L., Glenn, C. G. (1979). An analysis of story comprehension in elementary school
children. In R. Freedle (Ed.), Discourse processing: Multidisciplinary perspectives. Norwood, 
NJ: Ablex: 53-120.

References

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110431056-021


Thank you for your attention!

Feel free to contact me: katrin.karl@rub.de
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