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 Table 10.2: Example of a Story Grammar

Rule Number                   Rule

(1) STORY → SETTING + THEME + PLOT + RESOLUTION

(2) SETTING → CHARACTERS + LOCATION + TIME

(3) THEME → (EVENT)* + GOAL

(4) PLOT → EPISODE*

(5) EPISODE → SUBGOAL + ATTEMPT* + OUTCOME

(6) ATTEMPT →{ 
EVENT*
EPISODE

(7) OUTCOME →{ 
EVENT*
STATE

(8) RESOLUTION →{ 
EVENT
STATE

(9) SUBGOAL
GOAL    

→
 
DESIRED STATE

(10)
CHARACTERS 
LOCATION TIME  → STATE

{

{

Source: Thorndyke, P. W. (1977). Cognitive structures in comprehension and memory of narrative discourse. Cognitive Psychology, 9, p. 79.

people were more likely to “misremember” details such that they fit better with 
the story grammar. Interestingly, when these authors analyzed Bartlett’s (1932) 
“War of the Ghosts” story (see Chapter 7), they found that it contained several 
violations of their story grammar. Some of the recall attempts Bartlett reported 
showed errors of recall at precisely these points. We can analyze the problem in 
a story grammar framework as follows: At least part of the reason why Bartlett’s 
participants had so much trouble in remembering the story was that it did not fit 
the structure they were expecting. They tried to make the story fit the expected 
structure a little more and, in the process, inadvertently distorted their represen-
tation of the story.

Thorndyke (1977) has argued that people use story grammars to guide their reading 
and interpretation. One way he tested this idea was to ask people to read and recall 
various stories he had previously analyzed according to a story grammar. Box 10.4 
depicts an example of one of his stories. Thorndyke predicted that the higher up 
in the levels of the story hierarchy (i.e., the higher the level depicted in Box 10.4) 
a part of the story occurred, the better it would be recalled, and results confirmed 
this prediction. Notice that this result is similar to the results reported in studies by 
Kintsch and Keenan (1973), discussed earlier, on which parts of sentences people 
typically remember.


