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Texts, images, or education? What shapes our ability
to comprehend information?

Do we understand stories better when we see them as images or as text? And what
role do age and previous education play? A team of researchers from Berlin and Tu-
bingen, Germany, have published a new study showing that it is easier to understand
stories told with images than stories that are only text-based. This finding held across
all age groups and levels of previous education. The images could be particularly im-
portant for people with low reading and language levels.

Story-telling is a universal way of imparting knowledge. If you understand stories, you can
successfully navigate society, participate in political processes, or take part in continuing ed-
ucation programs. However, some people can understand stories better than others. A study
carried out by the Tlbingen Leibniz-Institut fir Wissensmedien (IWM) together with the Ber-
lin Leibniz-Centre General Linguistics (ZAS) shows that the key factor in how well people un-
derstand stories is their level of education. In contrast, the researchers were surprised to
discover that age does not play a role. Regardless of these factors, however, people found it
easier to understand stories when they were told using images.

Visual story-telling forms have a great potential

“Our results show the potential that visual forms of story-telling can have in reducing barri-
ers to understanding,” said study director Professor Markus Huff from the Leibniz-Institut
fur Wissensmedien (IWM) in Tabingen. “Especially for people with weak reading and lan-
guage abilities, they can provide a good alternative or addition to classic text formats.”

In an internet experiment with around 1,500 adults who had varying levels of previous edu-
cation, the researchers investigated how well the participants understood different forms of
storytelling, that is, text-based and image-based forms.
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To do so, they used material from the “Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives
(MAIN),” a theory-based experimental procedure that was originally developed under the
direction of Professor Natalia Gagarina, Head of Research Area 2 at ZAS, to test children's
ability to tell stories.

“The study also clearly indicated that a higher level of previous education leads to people
being better able to understand stories - both text-based and image-based stories,” stated
Professor Huff. Contrary to the researchers’ expectations, however, this ability does not
worsen with age. “We were able to show that the older participants’ results were just as good
as those of the younger participants,” Professor Huff said. The researchers suspect that with
age comes a greater amount of experience that compensates for any age-related declines in
memory processes.

Participation increases when information can be understood

The study’s third key finding was that all participants were better able to understand im-
age-based stories than purely text-based stories. This insight is particularly important for
education and information services. Whether the context is schools, adult education, or
public campaigns - visual forms of story-telling can help make content more accessible to
everyone. “Language acquisition research has already shown that good story-telling abili-
ties during preschool and primary school provide a good foundation for a successful edu-
cational career,” stated Professor Gagarina. She added: “At least for adults, visual infor-
mation might be able to partially compensate for any weaknesses they have in text com-
prehension.”

Link: Education, not age, linked to narrative comprehension - ScienceDirect

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2025.102102
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Das Leibniz-Institut fliir Wissensmedien (IWM)

Das Leibniz-Institut fiir Wissensmedien (IWM) in Ttibingen erforscht, wie digitale Medien Wissens-
und Kommunikationsprozesse beeinflussen. Die grundlagen- und anwendungsorientierte For-
schung riickt neben institutionellen Lernfeldern wie Schule und Hochschule auch informelles Ler-
nen im Internet, am Arbeitsplatz oder im Museum in den Fokus. Am IWM arbeiten Wissenschaft-
lerinnen und Wissenschaftler verschiedener Disziplinen zusammen, vor allem aus der Psycholo-
gie, Kommunikationswissenschaft, Neurowissenschaft und Informatik. Das 2001 gegriindete au-
[Beruniversitdre Forschungsinstitut ist Mitglied der Leibniz-Gemeinschaft. Mehr Informationen

unter: www.iwm-tuebingen.de

Das Leibniz-Zentrum Allgemeine Sprachwissenschaft (ZAS)

Das ZAS ist ein aufSeruniversitdres Forschungsinstitut des Landes Berlin. Aufgabe des Zentrums

ist die Erforschung der menschlichen Sprachféhigkeit im Allgemeinen und deren Ausprégung in
Einzelsprachen. Ziel ist, diese zentrale Fdhigkeit des Menschen und ihre biologischen, kognitiven
und sozialen Faktoren besser zu verstehen. Mehr Informationen unter www.leibniz-zas.de




