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Languag e Experienc e an d Pros e Processin g I n Adulthoo d 

Roger A. Dixon 
Universit y o f  Victori a 

Lars Backman 
Stockhol m Gerontolog y Researc h Cente r 

For decades psychologists have administered a variety of cognitive tasks 
and psychometri c intelligenc e test s t o adult s o f  al l  age s an d backgrounds . 
One goa l  i n thi s researc h wa s t o answe r  suc h globa l  cognitiv e developmenta l 
question s as :  I s ther e ineluctable ,  generalize d declin e i n cognitiv e 
performanc e wit h advancin g age ? Althoug h exception s ar e scattere d throughou t 
th e literature ,  on e frequentl y observe d resul t  i s  that ,  indeed ,  olde r  adult s 
perfor m wors e tha n younge r  adult s o n numerou s comple x cognitiv e tasks .  Prio r 
t o profferin g fir m conclusion s regardin g th e generalit y o f  aging-relate d 
decline ,  however ,  cognitiv e psychologist s hav e recentl y begu n t o examin e th e 
exception s t o th e apparen t  pattern .  I n s o doin g th e followin g argument s ar e 
among thos e tha t  hav e bee n noted :  (a )  Some longitudina l  studie s hav e detecte d 
substantia l  individua l  difference s i n rat e an d magnitud e o f  decline ;  (b )  Some 
cross-sectiona l  studie s hav e reporte d considerabl e overla p i n distributions , 
wit h som e olde r  adult s performin g a s wel l  o r  bette r  tha n som e younge r  adult s 
on selecte d tasks ;  (c )  Severa l  investigator s hav e note d tha t  th e trajectorie s 
of  chang e pattern s ar e no t  unifor m acros s domains ;  an d (d )  Severa l  observer s 
hav e identifie d a  discrepanc y betwee n th e apparen t  everyda y (includin g 
professiona l  an d leisure )  competenc y o f  man y norma l  olde r  adult s an d thei r 
relativel y lo w observe d performanc e o n numerou s laborator y cognitiv e task s 
(e.g. ,  Salthouse ,  1987) .  A  viabl e (albei t  vague )  conclusio n may b e that , 
althoug h cognitiv e agin g certainl y involve s declin e i n numerou s componen t  an d 
comple x cognitiv e processes ,  ther e i s som e evidenc e fo r  som e stabilizatio n fo r 
some peopl e i n som e tasks .  A  derivativ e researc h questio n the n becomes :  What 
ar e th e condition s unde r  whic h adult s migh t  develo p o r  maintai n highl y skille d 
level s o f  performanc e fo r  cognitivel y demandin g tasks ? I t  i s  thi s questio n 
tha t  th e presen t  brie f  repor t  addresses . 

The specifi c  cognitiv e activit y o f  interes t  i s  readin g an d recal l  o f 
prose .  I n thi s (a s i n other )  area s ther e i s som e evidenc e tha t  unde r  selecte d 
condition s typica l  ag e difference s (i n whic h youn g adult s perfor m a t  a 
superio r  leve l  t o olde r  adults )  may b e attenuate d fo r  particula r  performanc e 
measure s (e.g. ,  Dixo n &  Backman ,  i n press) .  Th e condition s considere d i n th e 
presen t  repor t  ar e thos e relate d t o th e experienc e o r  expertis e o f  olde r 
adults .  I n particular ,  th e interes t  i s  i n th e effect s o f  experienc e o r 
expertis e o n th e attenuatio n o f  ag e difference s i n measure s o f  pros e readin g 
and recall .  I t  i s  eviden t  tha t  researc h o n skille d discours e processin g an d 
pros e recal l  i s  no t  a s complet e o r  conclusiv e a s i t  i s  fo r  othe r  cognitiv e 
skills .  Thi s may b e du e i n par t  t o difficultie s i n providin g conceptua l 
constraint s o n a n ambiguou s skill ,  identifyin g an d measurin g th e performance s 
tha t  indicat e tha t  skill ,  identifyin g an d operationall y definin g th e 
components ,  an d modelin g th e connection s an d pattern s o f  influence .  Althoug h 
a forma l  mode l  i s a s ye t  unavailable, "  progres s i n identifyin g relevan t 
feature s o f  th e mode l  i s summarized . 
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SKILLED PROSE READING AND RECALL IN ADULTHOOD 
Ther e ha s bee n littl e empirica l  o r  forma l  analysi s o f  exceptiona l  pros e 

readin g an d memor y skill .  Th e wor k tha t  i s  availabl e range s fro m description s 
of  legendar y performance s stemmin g fro m th e ora l  traditio n o f  forme r  time s t o 
studie s o f  individua l  performance s o f  contemporar y actor s o r  memor y 
specialists .  I n a  previou s revie w (Dixo n &  Backman ,  i n press) ,  w e note d that , 
althoug h cognitiv e developmen t  i n adulthoo d wa s no t  a  majo r  concer n o f  mos t  o f 
th e availabl e studies ,  i n som e case s middle-age d an d olde r  adult s wer e foun d 
t o perfor m a t  highl y skille d levels .  I n th e fe w studie s tha t  hav e examine d 
pros e processin g skil l  an d adul t  age ,  expertis e wa s conceive d o f  withi n a 
norma l  rang e o f  functionin g an d usuall y a s a  variabl e wit h whic h t o compar e 
and differentiat e withi n an d acros s adul t  ag e groups .  Fo r  example ,  afte r 
identifyin g a  relevan t  skill ,  researcher s migh t  divid e ol d an d youn g adul t  ag e 
group s int o roughl y equivalen t  hig h an d lo w skil l  group s an d compar e the m o n 
selecte d measure s o f  readin g o r  recal l  o f  stories .  Thi s literatur e suggest s 
tha t  ther e ar e a t  leas t  tw o categorie s o f  skill s  (maintaine d i n adulthood ) 
tha t  coul d ac t  a s cognitiv e suppor t  system s fo r  readin g an d pros e memor y i n 
olde r  adults :  domai n specifi c  (e.g. ,  availabilit y  o f  pertinen t  prio r  knowledg e 
or  schemata )  an d domai n genera l  (e.g. ,  languag e experienc e an d verba l  skill) . 
Followin g a  brie f  summar y o f  on e stud y i n th e domai n specifi c  category ,  w e 
describ e recen t  effort s t o examin e th e influenc e o f  th e domai n genera l 
category . 

Prior Knowledge 
The presenc e o f  prio r  knowledg e abou t  th e conten t  o f  tex t  material s coul d 

make th e reade r  analogou s t o th e exper t  i n othe r  domain s o f  memor y (Ericsson , 
1986) .  Th e questio n i s whethe r  olde r  adult s can ,  lik e youn g adults ,  us e thei r 
prio r  knowledg e abou t  th e conten t  o f  passage s t o provid e a  semanticall y ric h 
contex t  i n whic h t o encod e an d retriev e th e informatio n actuall y presente d i n 
th e text .  A  subsequen t  question ,  o f  course ,  i s whethe r  successfu l  olde r 
adult s us e th e sam e mechanism s t o achiev e a  hig h performanc e level .  A n 
additiona l  questio n i s whethe r  unde r  thes e condition s the y perfor m a s wel l  a s 
younge r  adults ,  whethe r  expert s o r  novice s i n th e conten t  domain .  O f  th e tw o 
studie s ar e relevan t  t o thi s category ,  on e investigatin g th e effect s o f  prio r 
knowledg e an d memor y fo r  domain-specifi c  storie s i s summarize d (Hultsc h & 
Dixon ,  1983) .  I n thi s stud y w e devise d short ,  structurall y equivalen t 
biographica l  sketche s abou t  thre e entertainmen t  figure s fo r  who m young , 
middle-aged ,  an d olde r  adult s possesse d significantl y mor e o r  les s prio r 
knowledg e tha n di d thei r  counterpart s (th e figure s wer e Stev e Marti n (youn g 
adults) ,  Susa n Haywar d (middle-age d adults) ,  an d Mar y Pickfor d (ol d adults)) . 
A fourt h biographica l  sketc h o f  a n entertainmen t  figur e (Bo b Hope )  know n 
equivalentl y b y al l  thre e ag e group s wa s included .  Th e result s wer e 
encouragin g t o thi s lin e o f  investigation .  Specifically ,  althoug h ther e wa s 
an overal l  mai n effec t  fo r  ag e (i n favo r  o f  youn g adults) ,  th e ol d adult s 
performe d a s wel l  a s th e youn g adult s i n rememberin g wha t  the y ha d rea d o f  th e 
storie s abou t  Mar y Pickfor d an d Bo b Hope .  Give n certai n qualifications ,  thi s 
initia l  manipulatio n o f  expertis e permit s th e followin g interpretation .  Ag e 
difference s i n pros e recal l  performanc e may b e presen t  o r  absen t  dependin g o n 
th e leve l  o f  prio r  knowledg e regardin g th e to-be-remembere d materia l  possesse d 
by th e variou s ag e groups . 

392 



DIXON AND BACKMAN 

Language Experience and Verbal Skill 
The secon d categor y i s tha t  o f  languag e experienc e an d verba l  skill ,  bot h 

of  whic h may b e positivel y correlate d wit h adul t  age .  I t  i s  a  typica l  findin g 
tha t  experienc e wit h languag e an d measure s o f  verba l  abilit y  (e.g. ,  vocabular y 
score )  increas e wit h advancin g age .  Initia l  effort s t o examin e whethe r  suc h 
skill s  coul d suppor t  tex t  processin g i n olde r  adult s yielde d som e promisin g 
result s (e.g. ,  Dixon ,  Hultsch ,  Simon ,  &  vo n Eye ,  1984 ;  Meye r  &  Rice ,  1983) . 
I n on e o f  thes e studie s (Dixo n e t  al. ,  1984) ,  w e compare d hig h verba l  an d lo w 
verba l  younge r  an d olde r  adult s o n fre e recal l  o f  informatio n fro m a  serie s o f 
expositor y texts .  Ther e wer e clea r  mai n effect s fo r  ag e (i n favo r  o f  youn g 
adults) ,  verba l  skil l  (i n favo r  o f  hig h abilit y  adults) ,  an d leve l  o f 
informatio n (wher e mai n idea s wer e recalle d bette r  tha n subordinat e ideas) . 
For  presen t  purposes ,  th e mos t  pertinen t  findin g wa s a  three-wa y interactio n 
among age ,  verba l  ability ,  an d leve l  o f  information .  Fo r  hig h verba l  subject s 
(an d no t  lo w verba l  subjects )  ther e wer e n o ag e difference s i n recal l  o f  th e 
mai n idea s o f  th e texts ,  bu t  ther e wer e ag e difference s a t  th e leve l  o f  tex t 
details .  Thus ,  hig h verba l  olde r  adult s wer e abl e t o identif y an d recal l  th e 
mai n idea s o f  thes e text s a s wel l  a s youn g adults ,  bu t  faile d t o remembe r  a s 
many o f  th e details . 

More recen t  effort s hav e bee n directe d a t  elaboratin g th e operationa l 
definitio n o f  languag e experienc e an d a t  expandin g th e domai n o f  respons e 
measures .  Tw o recen t  project s ar e describe d i n somewha t  mor e detail .  I n th e 
firs t  project ,  a n hypothesi s pertainin g t o whethe r  experienc e wit h languag e 
and discourse ,  whic h increase s wit h norma l  agin g irrespectiv e o f  professiona l 
specialization ,  coul d contribut e t o th e developmen t  o f  aging-relate d cognitiv e 
compensator y processin g mechanisms .  Th e secon d projec t  i s  distinguishe d fro m 
th e firs t  i n tha t  languag e experienc e o f  a  mor e specifi c  variet y i s examine d 
i n term s o f  it s  potentia l  contributio n t o maintenanc e o f  cognitiv e performanc e 
levels .  I n thi s project ,  adult s wh o hav e ha d regula r  experienc e a t 
remembering ,  analyzing ,  an d recordin g th e "narratives "  o f  dail y lif e (i.e. , 
diarists )  wer e teste d o n a  serie s o f  cognitiv e tasks . 

Metaphori c Processin g a s Potentia l  Compensator y Component :  I n a  recen t 
chapter ,  w e describe d a  conceptualizatio n o f  cognitiv e compensation , 
especiall y a s i t  applie d t o th e are a o f  pros e readin g an d recal l  (Dixo n & 
Backman,  i n press) .  A  brie f  overvie w o f  th e logi c o f  thi s conceptualizatio n 
follows .  Pros e readin g an d recal l  may b e considere d mola r  cognitiv e tasks , 
th e successfu l  performanc e o f  whic h require s competenc e i n numerou s molecula r 
components .  Severa l  component s o f  fluen t  readin g an d pros e recal l  hav e bee n 
identifie d (e.g. ,  Baddeley .  Logie ,  Nimmo-Smith ,  &  Brereton ,  1985) .  I n norma l 
(young )  adult s whe n suc h component s (a s indicate d by ,  e.g. ,  workin g memor y 
span ,  lexica l  decision ,  an d lette r  matchin g tests )  ar e operatin g effectivel y 
fluen t  pros e readin g an d recal l  may result .  Ther e i s considerabl e evidence , 
however ,  tha t  olde r  adult s hav e impaire d abilitie s i n suc h components . 
Decrement s i n thes e component s shoul d hav e th e effec t  o f  diminishin g 
performanc e level s o n th e mola r  tasks .  A s note d above ,  however ,  ther e ar e 
some condition s unde r  whic h olde r  adult s see m t o hav e maintaine d relativel y 
hig h performanc e level s fo r  readin g an d pros e recal l  tasks .  Thi s maintenanc e 
of  mola r  performanc e level s coul d b e du e t o maintenanc e o f  performanc e o n th e 
molecula r  component s o r  t o th e activatio n o f  substitutabl e molecula r 
component s o r  relate d skills .  I n brief ,  i f  olde r  adults ,  sufferin g decrement s 
i n th e typica l  components ,  emplo y substitutabl e molecula r  component s i n 
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processing prose materials then cognitive compensation may be indicated. In a 
serie s o f  studie s w e examine d hypothese s derive d fro m thi s logi c (se e Dixo n & 
Backman,  i n press ,  fo r  a n overview) . 

The firs t  stud y wa s designe d t o investigat e whethe r  preliminar y evidenc e 
fo r  suc h compensatio n coul d b e observe d i n a  larg e sampl e o f  unselecte d youn g 
and olde r  adults .  Give n tha t  ther e i s som e evidenc e fo r  a  generalize d aging -
relate d increas e (o r  a t  leas t  maintenance )  i n metaphori c processin g 
(specifically ,  metapho r  interpretation) ,  w e reasone d that ,  fo r  olde r  adult s 
who perfor m relativel y poorl y o n typica l  molecula r  components ,  thi s skil l 
migh t  suppor t  performanc e i n readin g an d rememberin g metaphori c (bu t  probabl y 
not  nonmetaphoric )  passages .  Give n certai n limitation s i n th e desig n o f  th e 
study ,  a  particula r  patter n o f  age-relate d result s wa s require d befor e a n 
inferenc e o f  compensatio n coul d b e mad e (se e Dixo n &  Backman ,  i n press) .  Thi s 
patter n include d th e followin g elements :  (a )  Positiv e correlation s betwee n 
measure s o f  molecula r  component s an d mola r  tasks ;  (b )  Significan t  ag e 
difference s (youn g >  ol d adults )  o n th e molecula r  tasks ;  (c )  Positiv e 
correlation s (fo r  ol d adults )  betwee n metapho r  interpretatio n an d mola r  tasks ; 
(d )  Significan t  ag e difference s (ol d >  youn g adults )  o n metapho r 
interpretation ;  (e )  Significan t  ag e difference s (youn g >  ol d adult s o n pros e 
recal l  measure s fo r  nonmetaphori c passages) ;  an d (f )  Significan t  ag e 
difference s (ol d >  youn g adults )  o r  ag e grou p equivalenc e o n pros e recal l 
measure s fo r  metaphori c passages . 

Material s pertainin g t o eac h o f  th e logica l  element s (an d predictions ) 
wer e administere d t o a  sampl e o f  youn g ( n =  70 ;  M ag e =  25. 6 years )  an d ol d ( n 
= 66 ;  M ag e =  68.8  years )  normal ,  community-dwellin g adults .  Of  th e fou r 
structurall y equivalen t  texts ,  tw o wer e metaphori c an d tw o wer e nonmetaphoric . 
Participant s wer e aske d t o rea d eac h passage ,  rat e eac h o n a  serie s o f 
dimensions ,  an d the n re-tel l  (i n writing )  th e passage s i n thei r  ow n words . 
Among th e respons e measure s fo r  thi s re-tellin g o f  th e passage s wer e th e 
following :  (a )  gis t  recall ,  (b )  elaborations ,  o r  extra-tex t  statement s tha t 
ar e consisten t  wit h th e topic ,  (c )  metaphorica l  statement s no t  originall y i n 
th e texts ,  an d (d )  macrostatement s o r  summar y statements .  Componen t  task s 
wer e adapte d fro m thos e describe d elsewher e i n th e literatur e (e.g. ,  Baddele y 
et  al. ,  1985) .  Wit h respec t  t o gis t  recall ,  th e result s matche d closel y th e 
predicte d patter n but ,  becaus e o f  tw o critica l  variation s fro m th e pattern , 
di d no t  provid e eve n preliminar y evidenc e o f  compensatio n vi a preserve d skil l 
i n metapho r  interpretation .  Th e variation s were :  (a )  althoug h ol d adult s 
performe d bette r  tha n youn g adult s o n metapho r  interpretation ,  thei r 
performanc e o n thi s tas k wa s generall y uncorrelate d t o thei r  performanc e o n 
th e pros e processin g measures ,  an d (b )  youn g adult s performe d bette r  tha n ol d 
adult s o n rememberin g proposition s fro m bot h metaphori c ( M =  12. 0 vs .  5.0 , 
respectively )  an d nonmetaphori c ( M =  13. 5 vs .  7.9 ,  respectively )  passages . 
Wit h respec t  t o th e othe r  respons e measures ,  i t  wa s foun d tha t  fo r  tw o o f  the m 
(elaboration s an d metapho r  production )  youn g an d ol d adult s performe d a t 
equivalen t  levels .  Tw o qualification s discourag e a n interpretatio n o f 
compensatio n i n th e cas e o f  thes e importan t  variables :  (a )  metapho r 
interpretatio n wa s generall y uncorrelate d wit h thes e measure s a s well ,  an d (b ) 
th e frequenc y o f  incidence s wa s quit e smal l  fo r  bot h youn g an d ol d adults . 

We ar e concentratin g o n tw o complementar y interpretations .  First ,  give n 
tha t  metaphori c skil l  i s  no t  a  unitar y construct ,  metapho r  interpretatio n may 
dra w o n a  differen t  aspec t  tha n doe s metaphori c pros e memory .  Thi s may 
accoun t  fo r  th e fac t  tha t  th e tw o variable s ar e empiricall y unrelated .  I n 
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another recent study, similar results were found for recall of metaphoric 
sentences .  A  secon d possibl e interpretatio n i s tha t  th e conceptua l  analysi s 
was overdrawn .  Th e relationshi p may work ,  bu t  onl y fo r  a  selec t  sample ,  no t 
fo r  th e unselecte d sampl e describe d above .  On e avenu e presentl y bein g pursue d 
i s th e analysi s o f  individua l  olde r  adults ,  eac h o f  who m ha s a n unusua l 
constellatio n o f  professiona l  an d leisur e experience s i n manipulatin g an d 
usin g languag e (e.g. ,  editors ,  linguists ,  an d lawyers) .  A s a  firs t  ste p i n 
thi s direction ,  dat a fro m highl y skille d (o n metapho r  interpretation )  olde r 
adult s fro m th e abov e stud y wer e selecte d fro m th e sample .  Te n subject s 
constitute d thi s selec t  grou p o f  metaphoricall y skille d olde r  adults .  Thei r 
mean score s o n al l  tex t  performanc e measure s (fou r  storie s b y si x measures ) 
wer e compare d t o thos e fo r  th e remainin g ol d subjects ,  a  similarl y selec t 
grou p o f  youn g subjects ,  an d th e tota l  grou p o f  youn g subjects .  Th e selec t 
olde r  subject s performe d a t  a  uniforml y highe r  leve l  tha n th e remainin g ol d 
subject s an d i n som e case s a s hig h a s th e tota l  grou p o f  youn g subjects .  I n 
addition ,  th e correlationa l  patter n wa s considerabl y differen t  fo r  th e selec t 
grou p o f  ol d subject s tha n fo r  th e unselecte d youn g an d ol d samples .  Th e 
correlation s betwee n th e tw o domain s o f  variable s range d fro m -. 7 t o . 7 (a s 
compare d t o predominantl y zer o orde r  correlation s fo r  th e unselecte d groups) . 
Our  tentativ e conclusio n i s tha t  furthe r  analysi s o f  individua l  olde r  adults , 
wit h extende d informatio n o n thei r  languag e experienc e an d on-lin e measure s o f 
readin g an d recal l  activities ,  i s  i n order . 

Diary-keepin g a s Potentia l  Conpensator y Experience :  I n a  recen t  stud y 
(Dixon ,  Fox ,  &  Gould ,  1988 )  w e sough t  t o examin e a  se t  o f  languag e experience s 
associate d wit h a  variet y o f  diary-keepin g activities .  Ther e wer e thre e majo r 
objectives .  Th e firs t  goa l  wa s t o develo p measure s o f  experienc e i n diar y 
keeping .  Give n suc h measure s i t  woul d b e possibl e t o construc t  a n operationa l 
definitio n o f  diary-keepin g styl e o r  (possibly )  skill .  Th e secon d goa l  wa s t o 
develo p procedure s an d task s fo r  measurin g a  serie s o f  cognitiv e 
characteristic s associate d wit h diary-keepin g practice .  Th e thir d goa l  wa s t o 
examin e th e exten t  t o whic h diary-keepin g experienc e wa s associate d wit h (o r 
woul d support )  performanc e b y olde r  adult s o n selecte d tasks ,  arraye d o n a 
continuu m fro m thos e tha t  wer e designe d t o b e closel y relate d t o diary-keepin g 
activit y (nea r  transfer )  t o thos e tha t  wer e no t  (contro l  o r  fa r  transfe r 
tasks) .  A  globa l  expectatio n wa s tha t  continua l  practic e a t  remembering , 
analyzing ,  an d recordin g one' s ow n dail y event s (o r  th e narrativ e o f  one' s 
dail y life )  woul d b e relate d t o performanc e o n suc h task s as :  (a )  Productio n 
of  diar y entrie s fo r  presente d hypothetica l  events ,  (b )  Chronologica l  orderin g 
of  randoml y presente d list s o f  activities ,  (c )  Recallin g list s o f  dail y lif e 
events ,  (d )  Recallin g narrativ e storie s o f  dail y lif e an d a  busines s dilemma , 
and (e )  Solvin g lif e problem s presente d a s diar y entries .  I n thi s summar y w e 
wil l  mentio n onl y result s pertainin g t o tas k (d) .  I t  shoul d b e noted ,  then , 
tha t  tw o narrativ e storie s presente d a s diar y entrie s o f  fictitiou s 
protagonist s experiencin g mino r  lif e crise s an d on e structurall y equivalen t 
stor y describin g a  ne w busines s i n th e mids t  o f  a n importan t  decisio n wer e 
presente d t o th e participants .  Subject s wer e aske d t o thin k alou d a s the y 
offere d thei r  solution s t o th e dilemma s i n eac h story .  Th e recal l  o f  th e 
stimulu s storie s wa s therefor e a n incidenta l  task .  I n addition ,  on e control , 
normed narrativ e stor y wa s presente d t o eac h subjec t  wit h instruction s t o rea d 
and intentionall y remembe r  th e informatio n presente d therein . 
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Young (n = 15, M age = 26.2 years) and old (n = 15, M age = 61.9 years) 
adul t  nondiarist s an d youn g ( n =  15 ,  M ag e =  24. 5 years )  an d ol d ( n =  15 ,  M 
age =  60. 6 years )  adul t  diarist s wer e teste d individuall y o n a  serie s o f 
cognitiv e tasks .  Fou r  measure s o f  diary-keepin g experienc e wer e developed . 
The firs t  wa s a  simpl e measur e o f  duratio n (i n consecutiv e months )  o f  regula r 
diar y keepin g experience .  Althoug h man y o f  th e (nondiarist )  respondent s ha d 
kep t  a  diar y fo r  som e perio d o f  tim e a t  on e o r  mor e point s i n thei r  lives , 
diarist s ( M =  205. 4 months )  ha d significantl y mor e experienc e tha n nondiarist s 
( M =  9. 4 months) .  Initia l  analyse s o f  th e pros e processin g dat a wer e 
concentrate d o n th e ag e an d experienc e (diarist/nondiarist )  factors ,  wher e th e 
latte r  facto r  wa s define d i n thi s simpl e way .  Overall ,  younge r  adult s 
recalle d a  greate r  proportio n o f  proposition s fro m th e text s tha n di d olde r 
adults .  Althoug h severa l  interaction s pertainin g t o othe r  dependen t  measure s 
wer e encouragin g t o th e lin e o f  investigation ,  fo r  th e tex t  recal l  measure s 
th e ol d subject s performe d similarly ,  whethe r  the y wer e diarist s o r  not .  Fo r 
example ,  ag e difference s wer e attenuate d fo r  proportio n o f  proposition s 
recalle d o f  th e diar y entrie s (youn g >  ol d b y 4%)  a s compare d t o th e busines s 
proble m (youn g >  ol d b y 13%)  an d th e narrativ e (youn g >  ol d b y 14%) . 
Subsequen t  analyse s concentrate d o n th e adul t  ag e an d experienc e factors , 
wher e th e latte r  wa s operationall y define d i n term s o f  diary-keepin g styl e (a s 
measure d b y self-rating s o f  ow n diar y entrie s an d b y independen t  rating s o f 
produce d diar y entries) .  Usin g a  composit e measur e o f  diary-keepin g styl e o r 
skil l  w e foun d tha t  selec t  olde r  diarist s wer e amon g th e highes t  performin g 
individual s o n som e o f  th e comple x cognitiv e tasks .  I n wha t  wa y woul d suc h 
measure s o f  diary-keepin g styl e o r  skil l  b e relate d t o th e pros e processin g 
measures ? T o investigat e thi s questio n w e compute d hierarchica l  multipl e 
regressions .  Entere d i n th e firs t  bloc k fo r  eac h dependen t  measur e wer e 
selecte d predicto r  component s (o r  mai n effects) :  verba l  ability ,  age ,  and ,  a s 
appropriate ,  th e variou s measure s o f  diary-keepin g experience .  Th e 
interaction s (produc t  variables )  wer e entere d i n th e secon d block .  Th e mai n 
result s may b e summarize d a s follows .  When onl y th e diarist s (youn g an d old ) 
wer e include d i n th e analysis ,  th e composit e "skill "  variabl e wa s no t  a 
significan t  predicto r  o f  pros e recal l  performance .  When al l  subject s wer e 
included ,  however ,  duratio n o f  diar y keepin g an d produce d diar y styl e (a s 
rate d b y independen t  observers )  wer e ofte n significan t  predictor s and , 
furthermore ,  interacte d wit h ag e an d verba l  ability . 

Give n th e desig n o f  thi s study ,  i t  i s  impossibl e t o disentangl e competin g 
potentia l  causa l  relationships .  I t  appears ,  however ,  tha t  ther e i s a 
recoverabl e relationshi p betwee n diary-keepin g experience—whic h i s a n 
activit y that ,  a t  th e ver y least ,  require s frequen t  an d regula r  us e o f 
language ,  recal l  an d formulatio n o f  naturall y occurrin g an d varyin g 
narratives ,  an d practic e a t  writin g suc h passages—an d cognitiv e performance . 
Additiona l  analyse s hav e bee n directe d a t  th e exten t  t o whic h thi s 
relationshi p i s observe d i n far-transfer ,  a s wel l  a s near-transfer ,  tasks . 

SUMMARY 
As a  fiel d o f  inquiry ,  th e cognitiv e psycholog y o f  adulthoo d an d agin g 

has undergon e numerou s conceptua l  shift s an d empirica l  revelations .  T o som e 
exten t  th e transition s hav e ru n paralle l  t o thos e apparen t  i n relate d area s 
of  th e cognitiv e sciences .  I n thi s pape r  w e hav e summarize d som e recen t 
effort s t o understan d a  particula r  constellatio n o f  mechanism s an d influence s 
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on specific examples of complex cognitive functioning. A paramount (and 
complicating )  concer n i s wit h change s i n th e mechanisms ,  influenc e patterns , 
and cognitiv e performanc e level s tha t  occu r  a s a  functio n o f  advancin g age . 
The genera l  issu e w e hav e focusse d o n i n thi s repor t  i s  th e condition s unde r 
whic h norma l  ol d adult s migh t  maintai n skill s  i n readin g an d memor y fo r  prose . 
We hav e suggeste d elsewher e (Dixo n &  Backman ,  i n press )  tha t  ther e ar e 
individua l  difference s i n (a )  th e leve l  attaine d i n suc h demandin g cognitiv e 
activities ,  (b )  whethe r  th e skil l  i s  maintained ,  an d (c )  th e cognitiv e profil e 
(o r  reason s for )  th e maintenance .  I t  i s  possibl e tha t  som e olde r  adult s may 
rel y o n th e sam e molecula r  component s (i n th e performanc e o f  mola r  tasks )  a s 
younge r  adults .  I t  i s  als o possibl e tha t  som e olde r  adult s may compensat e 
(eithe r  deliberatel y o r  automatically )  vi a substitutio n o f  alternative ,  aging -
related ,  cognitivel y supportiv e skill s  (o r  component s thereof) -

Afte r  summarizin g som e previou s work ,  w e describe d briefl y tw o set s o f 
studie s pertainin g t o th e us e o f  experienc e (an d compensation )  i n readin g an d 
memory fo r  prose .  I n bot h i t  wa s foun d tha t  globa l  hypothese s regardin g th e 
importanc e o f  language-relate d experienc e o r  skil l  wer e no t  supported . 
Instead ,  mor e specific ,  fine-graine d analyse s o f  th e components ,  experience , 
and th e mola r  skil l  produce d mor e promisin g results .  We ar e no t  prepare d t o 
answer  th e questio n o f  whethe r  experienc e i n readin g an d relate d activitie s 
suppor t  skille d level s o f  performanc e throughou t  adulthood .  Base d o n th e mor e 
recen t  analyse s o f  th e abov e data ,  however ,  w e ar e confiden t  i t  i s  a  questio n 
worth y o f  continue d conceptua l  an d empirica l  attention . 
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