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1.1 Introduction

Aphasia is an acquired language disorder due to a focal brain lesion 
that occurred after the period of language development. Even though 
aphasia is unfamiliar to many people, it is not a rare phenomenon. 
In the Netherlands, around 30,000 people suffer from aphasia, and 
it is estimated that there are 10,000 new cases of aphasia per year 
(Bastiaanse, 2010). In this chapter, we first discuss possible causes of 
aphasia. We then consider how aphasia affects language production 
and comprehension. Next, we discuss possible ways people with 
aphasia may be able to compensate for these difficulties. This leads to 
discussion of the main findings from literature on direct and indirect 
speech processing, and, more specifically, the use of direct speech 
in aphasia. Finally, we describe how previous research leads to the 
formulation of the research questions that will be addressed in this 
thesis.

1.2 Aphasia

1.2.1 Causes of aphasia
Focal brain damage can be acquired in four possible ways. Each may 
result in aphasia, depending on the site of the lesion. The most common 
cause of aphasia is a cerebro-vascular accident (CVA), also known as 
stroke. A CVA can be the result of a brain hemorrhage (a rupture in 
one of the arteries supplying the brain) or a brain infarction, caused 
by a thrombosis (a blood clot in the vein) or an embolus (a blood clot 
that tears off and blocks smaller arteries). In all cases of CVA, to result 
in aphasia, the language areas in the brain are insufficiently supplied 
with oxygen and other vital elements. The second most frequent cause 
is traumatic brain injury (TBI). In the case of TBI, the damage arises 
from an outside cause, commonly a traffic accident, violence, a fall, 
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etcetera. While aphasia due to CVA is usually found in elderly people, 
aphasia due to TBI is seen more often in younger people. A third type 
of brain damage that can cause aphasia is a tumour. Irrespective of the 
nature of the tumour, it needs space and will press on healthy tissue. If 
this brain tissue is involved in language processing, pressure from the 
tumour, or damage from its surgical removal can result in aphasia. A 
final possible cause of aphasia is a brain infection (encephalitis). Since 
this is an uncommon cause of aphasia, only a limited number of case 
studies of aphasia after infection are described (Bastiaanse, 2010). 
Most participants of the studies described in this thesis suffer from 
aphasia due to CVA, only in a few exceptional cases is the cause an 
infection or brain tumour. In all studies, the performance of individuals 
with aphasia is compared to that of healthy (or: non-brain-damaged) 
individuals, as is common practice in aphasia research.

1.2.2 Symptoms of aphasia
Even though the most salient problems with language emerge in 
production, individuals with aphasia experience problems with 
spoken language comprehension as well. Depending on the locus 
and the extent of the lesion, aphasia severity ranges from difficulties 
with word finding and understanding complex texts, to being unable 
to comprehend, speak, read or write. In this thesis, we focus on two 
of these modalities, that is, production and comprehension of spoken 
language, in two types of aphasia, (non-fluent) agrammatic aphasia 
and (fluent) anomic aphasia.

Agrammatic aphasia is characterised by deficits in both sentence 
production and sentence comprehension. Speech output is described 
as agrammatic and typically involves reduced complexity of 
syntactic structure: omission of morphological elements such as 
auxiliary verbs, personal pronouns, articles, prepositions and tense 
markers, word order problems and a reduced ability to produce 
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verbs (Menn, O’Connor, Obler and Holland, 1995). In spontaneous 
speech, individuals with agrammatic aphasia speak non-fluently and 
produce telegraphic speech: utterances mainly consisting of content 
words. Their comprehension is relatively well-preserved, but they 
find grammatically complex sentences, such as passives and relative 
clauses, hard to understand.

In contrast to agrammatic aphasic speakers, individuals with anomic 
aphasia speak fluently. Anomic aphasia is characterised by word 
finding problems. Words of low frequency and low imageability cause 
particular difficulty for individuals with anomic aphasia (Ellis & Young, 
1988). Sometimes they use circumlocutions (i.e., using a description) 
for words they cannot retrieve. Even though speakers with anomic 
aphasia usually produce fluent speech (except for pauses where word 
finding difficulties occur), their grammatical constructions are not 
always correct nor as grammatically elaborated as in normal speech 
(Bastiaanse, Edwards & Kiss, 1996; Edwards & Bastiaanse, 1998). In 
general, their language comprehension is relatively intact, but they 
may find complex and long sentences hard to understand.

1.2.3 Compensation for linguistic impairments by people 
with aphasia
Even though individuals with aphasia experience problems with 
grammar and word-finding, their conceptual and non-linguistic 
communicative abilities (Goodwin, 1995, 2003), pragmatic skills and 
some evaluative language aspects usually remain relatively intact 
(e.g., Ulatowska & Olness, 2003; Armstrong, Ciccone, Godecke & 
Kok, 2011). In addition, most people with aphasia can still use body 
movement (Goodwin, 1995), gaze, prosody, pauses, and gesture in their 
communication (Lind, 2002). Several studies have shown that many 
individuals with aphasia make productive use of gesture alongside 
or instead of verbal communication (e.g., Goodwin, 1995; Wilkinson, 
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Beeke & Maxim, 2010). Taken together, this set of non-verbal and 
paralinguistic devices makes individuals with aphasia more competent 
communicators than one would expect based on their grammatical 
and lexical capacities alone. In this thesis, we focus on one of the 
possible ways in which individuals with aphasia can use these devices 
to compensate for their impaired grammatical and lexical skills, that is, 
the use of direct speech. Verbal communication can be complemented 
with the paralinguistic and/or non-verbal cues that often go along with 
direct speech by a speaker with aphasia and these provide the listener 
with additional sources of communicative information. Therefore, 
direct speech may facilitate interaction by individuals with aphasia. In 
the remainder of this chapter we will further clarify why direct speech 
may be a way for individuals with aphasia to take advantage of non-
linguistic communicative resources that are often still available to 
them (Wilkinson et al., 2010).

1.3 Direct and indirect speech

1.3.1 The difference between direct and indirect reported 
speech
Reported speech is a discourse phenomenon in which words spoken 
in another place or time are quoted or paraphrased. Traditionally, a 
distinction has been made between two main forms of reported speech: 
direct and indirect. In direct reported speech, the reporting speaker 
presents the reported speaker’s words as if quoted directly (e.g., John 
said: “I’m hungry!”). The reporting speaker intends for the hearer to 
believe that not only the content, but also the form and the non-verbal 
messages, such as facial expressions and gestures of the reported 
speech, originate from the reported speaker (Li, 1986). In indirect 
reported speech, the reporting speaker presents the reported speaker’s 
words as if paraphrased, (e.g., John said that he was hungry). Instead of 
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playing the role of the reported speaker, the reporting speaker intends 
for the hearer to believe that only the content of the reported speech 
originates from the reported speaker.

1.3.2 Veracity of reported speech
Direct speech can also be used for non-reporting purposes. In fact, 
in many cases ‘reported’ speech quotes material not spoken aloud 
in the past (Sams, 2010). For example, in some cases speakers use 
direct speech to refer to thoughts (e.g., I thought: “no, not again…”), 
states of mind (e.g., I was like: “boring!”), dialogue using non-human 
referents (e.g., the dog is begging: “pet me!”), speech representing 
an instantiation or a summary (e.g., people always complain: “I’m 
so busy!”) or suggestions for what one could say in a hypothetical or 
future situation (e.g., just tell him: “no, thanks”). Researchers have 
introduced various terms to refer to these type of constructions when 
they are used for purposes other than speech reporting, e.g., constructed 
dialogue (Tannen, 1989), fictive interaction (Pascual, 2002; 2006), 
and hypothetical active-voicing (Simmons and LeCouteur, 2011). 
Enactment is another term that refers to the use of a wider range of 
communicative events (beyond speech) to demonstrate rather than 
describe actions and events in interaction (Goodwin, 1990, Streeck & 
Knapp, 1992). Apart from direct speech, this term also covers the use 
of gesture, body movement, and prosody to depict certain aspects of a 
scene, action or event. The different approaches and the variation in 
terminology introduced to refer to direct speech show that it concerns 
a heterogeneous phenomenon with respect to its terminology, 
anatomy and functions. Throughout this thesis we will use the term 
‘direct speech’ to refer to the phenomenon in its broadest sense, that is, 
regardless of whether or not it refers to actual former speech.

1.3.3 Pragmatic characteristics of direct speech
Direct speech has often been claimed to be an effective device for 
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storytelling, because of its dramatising and enlivening effects on 
narratives (Labov, 1972; Wierzbicka, 1974; Li, 1986; Tannen, 1989; 
Mayes, 1990; Clark & Gerrig, 1990). As compared to indirect speech, 
direct speech constructions are usually perceived as being more vivid 
and perceptually engaging than indirect speech constructions (Yao & 
Scheepers, 2011). While indirect speech is claimed to be description-
like, direct speech is considered to be more demonstration-like (Clark 
& Gerrig, 1990). These characteristics have possible implications 
for both language production and comprehension in aphasia. Direct 
speech may be beneficial for speakers with aphasia because it keeps the 
listener involved (Chafe, 1982; Tannen, 1989), and it may be beneficial 
for listeners with aphasia because the increased liveliness helps them 
to stay focused and understand the content of the message (Hincks, 
2005).

Direct speech may enable aphasic speakers to use paralinguistic and 
non-verbal rather than syntactic and lexical resources in order to 
formulate a message. To produce direct speech, speakers can use for 
example (shifts in) body position, gaze, facial expression, voice quality, 
tempo, pitch, and loudness (Couper-Kuhlen, 1998; Goodwin, 1990; 
Holt, 1996; Li, 1986; Lind, 2002; Romaine & Lange, 1991; Streeck 
& Knapp, 1992; Wilkinson et al., 2010). This means that they can 
iconically demonstrate how someone might have looked when s/he 
produced a reported, fictive, or hypothetical action. By demonstrating 
rather than describing, a speaker can convey a message using very 
limited lexical and syntactic resources. Previous research has already 
suggested that direct speech is an economical device in interaction 
(Holt, 1996). Therefore, in light of limitations in their ability to use 
verbal descriptions, it may enable aphasic speakers to exploit non-
verbal and paralinguistic resources, providing listeners with the 
maximal amount of information.
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1.3.4 Grammatical characteristics of direct and indirect 
speech in Dutch and English
Indirect speech is a more complex communicative choice than direct 
speech, because whereas direct speech involves mimicking speech of a 
reported speaker, indirect speech involves re- or paraphrasing speech 
of a reported speaker. Since mimicking is simpler than paraphrasing, 
it is not surprising that direct speech occurs in all languages, whereas 
indirect speech does not (Li, 1986). Among all languages in which both 
construction types exist, there are different ways of grammatically 
marking direct and indirect speech. In this thesis, we focus on Dutch 
and English.

To address the grammatical differences between Dutch direct and 
indirect speech constructions we discuss example (1a) and (1b):

(1a) Example and translation of direct reported speech in Dutch:
Dutch:  Jan  zei:  “de  kat  heeft  honger”
English literal gloss:  John  said:  “the  cat  has  hunger”
English translation:  “John said: the cat is hungry”

(1b) Example and translation of indirect reported speech in Dutch:
Dutch:  Jan  zei dat de  kat honger  had
English literal gloss: John  said that the cat hunger had
English translation: “John said that the cat was hungry”

Even though the reported content and the quotation frame (i.e., “John 
said”), are the same, (1a) and (1b) are grammatically different in several 
respects. First, (1a) differs from (1b) in verb tense of the reported 
speech (‘heeft’ (has; present) versus ‘had’ (had; past)). Second, in (1b) 
the reported speech is embedded in the main clause, as shown by the 
obligatory complementiser ‘dat’ (that). As a consequence, whereas in 
(1a) the report remains in the same (verb-second) word order, (1b) 
involves a change of the word order in the reported clause, resulting in 
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a verb-final construction. Direct speech constructions (e.g., 1a) do not 
use such an embedding. Since individuals with (agrammatic) aphasia 
have been shown to have difficulty producing and understanding 
embedded sentences (e.g., Abuom, Shah & Bastiaanse, 2013), direct 
speech may be easier to process than indirect speech for individuals 
with aphasia.

In English, as in Dutch, indirect speech can be marked through 
changes in pronouns, verb tense, and/or referents. However, unlike 
in Dutch, the word order for indirect speech is the same as for direct 
speech (i.e., subject-verb-object). Furthermore, unlike in Dutch, the 
complementiser ‘that’ in English indirect speech is not mandatory 
(e.g., John said the cat was hungry). In fact, the default construction 
in English conversation register does not use ‘that’ (Biber, Johansson, 
Leech, Conrad & Finegan, 1999; Llinàs-Grau & Martínez-Ferreiro, 
2014). A more detailed description of the grammatical characteristics 
of direct and indirect speech can be found in Chapters 2, 4 and 5.

In both Dutch and English, in constructions that involve direct speech, 
grammatical relations can be loose. Direct speech can be seen as an 
example of a topic-comment structure, with the person reference as 
the topic, and the ‘quote’ as the comment (e.g., Mary: “huh?”).  Instead 
of explicitly indicating grammatical relations between items, using for 
example a subordinate construction (e.g., Mary said that she did not 
understand it), using direct speech speakers can display an increased 
reliance on pragmatic relations between items (see also Wilkinson 
et al., 2010). Given that individuals with aphasia find it difficult to 
indicate grammatical relations between items in the conventional ways, 
the increased employment of direct speech may be a way to reduce or 
avoid grammatically complex structures. While in indirect speech, the 
content of statements, questions or other utterances are represented in 
full clauses subordinated to a reporting verb, direct speech introduces 



11

General introduction

an object ‘slot’ that may be filled in several linguistic and non-linguistic 
ways. For example, direct speech can contain ‘main clause phenomena’, 
such as discourse particles (e.g., well), exclamations (e.g., oh no!), and 
interrogatives (e.g., huh?) (Mayes, 1990; Wilkinson et al., 2010). In 
addition, direct speech can consist of kinesic (e.g., body movement, 
facial expression) or non-lexical (e.g., sound, onomatopoeia) behavior 
alone.

1.4 Reported speech in aphasia

Although there is a large body of research on reported speech in ‘healthy’ 
interaction, its role in aphasic discourse has received little attention. 
In addition, there are some important methodological limitations 
in the research to date. For example, they have almost exclusively 
focused on English. While, in language production studies, language 
elicitation was usually limited to one task, and in the case of more 
in-depth analyses, participant groups were small and/or no control 
group was included. Furthermore, when addressing direct speech in 
language comprehension, most studies have used written rather than 
spoken language. This is particularly surprising, since the distinctive 
paralinguistic characteristics of direct as compared to indirect speech 
(e.g., pitch, tempo, and voice quality) only become apparent in spoken 
language. Moreover, the few studies that have used spoken rather 
than written narratives relied on auditory rather than audiovisual 
stimuli, with the consequence that participants could not use visual 
information (e.g., body movement, gaze, and facial expression). The 
methodological concerns of previous research will be addressed in 
more detail in Chapters 2 – 5.

In spite of these limitations, the studies that have been conducted so 
far provide us with a clear base to build on. All studies show that the 
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use of direct reported speech is usually preserved in aphasic speakers 
(Hengst, Frame, Neuman-Stritzel, & Gannaway, 2005; Ulatowska & 
Olness, 2003; Ulatowska, Reyes, Santos, & Worle, 2011; Wilkinson et 
al., 2010). Berko-Gleason, Goodglass, Obler, Green, Hyde & Weintraub 
(1980) demonstrated that individuals with agrammatic aphasia tend 
to use simplified direct speech in their narratives. They even suggest 
that “the use of direct speech is a strategy employed by the subjects 
with Broca’s aphasia far more frequently than by either of the two other 
subject groups” (p. 378, our italics). Based on this suggestion and the 
pragmatic and grammatical characteristics of direct speech discussed 
above, we hypothesise that the employment of direct speech has 
potential benefits for both language production and comprehension in 
aphasia.

1.5 Research questions and structure of the 
dissertation

In this thesis, the following main research questions are addressed:

1. To what extent do Dutch aphasic and non-brain-damaged (NBD) 
speakers produce direct speech constructions in spontaneous 
speech?

2. How does the occurrence of direct speech in Dutch NBD 
and aphasic speech affect its perceived liveliness and 
comprehensibility?

3. Is there a difference between the effects of direct and indirect 
speech constructions on comprehension of narrative discourse 
in Dutch listeners with and without aphasia?

4. What are the differential effects of direct and indirect speech on 
discourse comprehension in Dutch and English listeners with 
and without aphasia?
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The research questions are addressed in the four studies described 
in this thesis. The first study, described in Chapter 2, focuses on 
the phenomenon of direct speech in spontaneous speech of Dutch 
individuals with and without aphasia. The relative frequencies of direct 
speech are determined and compared within and between groups 
and tasks. Data-driven categories are developed to distinguish and 
categorise different forms of the phenomenon.

In the second study, based on the results of study 1, we focus on the 
claims that direct speech contributes to liveliness (Labov, 1972; 
Wierzbicka, 1974; Li, 1986; Mayes, 1990) and listener involvement 
(Chafe, 1982; Tannen, 1989). For this study we analyse the effects of 
the occurrence of direct speech in NBD and aphasic speech on the 
perception of the listener. This is the first time quantitative evidence 
will be provided for previous claims of the effects of these factors. The 
study also extends the scope of research into the effects of direct speech 
on language perception by focusing not only on ‘healthy’ but also on 
aphasic speech.

In addition to these studies on the production of direct speech in 
spontaneous speech by speakers with aphasia and its effects on 
listener perception, we also conduct two studies focusing on language 
comprehension in listeners with aphasia. In study 3 (reported in 
Chapter 4), we address the question of whether direct reported 
speech - when compared to indirect reported speech - facilitates 
comprehension of spoken language in Dutch individuals with and 
without aphasia. As yet, the differential effects of direct versus indirect 
speech on language comprehension have received little attention, 
and have been investigated only in healthy listeners. Also, most of 
the studies that have been conducted so far have focused on written 
rather than spoken language, while it is in spoken language that the 
distinctive characteristics of direct as compared to indirect speech (i.e., 
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paralinguistic and non-verbal aspects) mainly become apparent. For 
the study that is reported in Chapter 4, we developed the iPad-based 
DIrect Speech COmprehension (DISCO) test. This test is suitable for 
both NBD and aphasic listeners, and enables us to compare performance 
across subgroups (NBD versus aphasia) and conditions (direct versus 
indirect speech).

In Chapter 5, we build on the study reported in Chapter 4. This study 
examines whether the findings of Chapter 4 are also valid for English-
speaking listeners with and without aphasia. Focusing on a language 
with different grammatical characteristics for direct and indirect speech 
enables us to assess the explanations provided for the findings of the 
Dutch version of the study, and to determine to what extent the findings 
can be generalised to other languages. To this end, we developed an 
English version of the DISCO test. To assess the effect of language, we 
conduct analyses in which the English data are contrasted with the 
Dutch data, assessing the effects of group (NBD versus aphasia) and 
condition (direct versus indirect speech).


