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Studies of narrative discourse of aphasic adults provide an avenue to
explore this population’s ability to produce connected language in rela-
tively controlled situations. The narrative discourse tasks reported in the
literature have typically involved picture description elicited in a con-
dition in which both the subject and the experimenter view the stimuli.
Thus, during these experimental tasks, a condition of shared knowledge
between the speaker and the listener exists (Bottenberg, Lemme, and
Hedberg, 1985; Lemme, Hedberg, and Bottenberg, 1984; Ulatowska,
North, and Macaluso-Haynes, 1981, 1983). A shared knowledge context
is not, however, how most information is exchanged in day-to-day life.
Additionally, the shared-knowledge environment ignores the perspec-
tive of Davis and Wilcox (1981) relative to the importance of sharing new
information in order to create a genuine communication exchange for
aphasic adults. The shared context used in many research activities may
have resulted in discourse that is not representative of the language pro-
duced during unshared or more “real life” communicative contexts.

A review of the literature revealed that normal speakers demonstrate
sensitivity to the amount of information shared by their listener and
themselves and that normal speakers change, alter, or modify many as-
pects of their discourse accordingly. For example, Chafe (1974) observed
that noun phrases are replaced with pronouns when normal speakers
are certain that the pronoun referent can be identified by their listeners.
Additionally, children and adults adjust the length of utterances and the
length of discourse units based on judgments of their listeners’ familiar-
ity with the topic (Clark and Haviland, 1977; Haviland and Clark, 1974;
Liles, 1985). Aphasic speakers have demonstrated sensitivity to listen-
er knowledge relative to pronoun usage in a study completed by
Kimbarrow in 1982. By contrast, Boyle, Kimbarrow, and Coelho (1987)
observed no differences in cohesion in stories produced during shared
and unshared story conditions. Many questions remain unanswered rel-
ative to the effects, if any, of shared and unshared listener knowledge
on narratives of aphasic adults. Thus this study was designed to assess
what effects, if any, shared and unshared listener knowledge has on
narrative discourse produced by normal and mildly to moderately im-
paired aphasic adults.

METHODOLOGY

SUBJECTS

Fourteen normal and 14 aphasic adults served as subjects. The aphasic
subjects had a mean age of 50.36 years (range 38-65 years); a mean ed-
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ucational level of 14.43 years (range 10-22 years), and an average time
after onset of 76.71 months (range 3-282 months). Table 11-1 contains a
summary of aphasic subject characteristics. All aphasic subjects had a
single left cerebral vascular accident and Porch Index of Communicative
Ability (PICA) (Porch, 1967) overall scores ranging from 11.33 to 13.94,
with percentile scores ranging from the 55th to 88th percentile. These
PICA scores placed aphasic subjects in the mildly to moderately im-
paired range. The normal subjects were selected because they repre-
sented a group similar to the aphasic subjects relative to gender, age,
and years of education.

EXPERIMENTAL TASK

Two sets of six colored sequence pictures were used to elicit the narra-
tive discourse. One series of pictures involved a fire scenario, and the
other set involved the moon landing. The two sets of pictures depicted
essential narrative events including setting, an initiating event, action,
and consequence. Two sets of stimuli were used to obtain a relatively
large narrative sample.

Narratives were elicited from each subject under two conditions: (1) a
shared knowledge of the story stimuli with the listener, in which both
the subject and an experimenter viewed the pictures, and (2) an un-
shared knowledge of the story stimuli, in which only the subject viewed
the pictures during the discourse task. The order of presentation of the
shared and unshared conditions of the narrative stimuli was counter-
balanced so that half the subjects told a narrative in the shared condition
first and half in the unshared condition first. Additionally, half the sub-
jects told the fire story first and half told the moon-landing story first.
There were two experimenters. Each experimenter served as a listener
during shared and unshared story conditions an equal number of times.

All subjects were given identical instructions: “Look at the pictures
and tell the best story possible.” While the subjects told each story, the
examiner provided minimal feedback with an occasional “hmm” or head
nod. When the subject indicated verbally or nonverbally that the nar-
rative was completed, the task was discontinued. If a pause greater than
20 seconds occurred, the subjects were prompted with “Can you tell me
more?” or “Is that all?”” All narratives were audiotaped.

DATA PREPARATION

The 28 subjects (14 normal and 14 aphasic) produced 112 narratives. All
the tape-recorded narratives were initially transcribed for all words, in-
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cluding asides, revisions, and unintelligible utterances. Unintelligible
words were written phonetically, if possible, or recorded as an “unin-
telligible” word. The stories were divided into T-units (Hunt, 1970). All
revisions or self-corrections, false starts, perseverations, and asides
were bracketed and not considered in the analyses (Hedberg and Stoel-
Gammon, 1985). Ten percent (11 of 112 narratives) were randomly se-
lected for interscorer agreement measures. A point-to-point percentage
of words in agreement for the two scorers was obtained for each vari-
able. The point-to-point percentage of agreement ranged from 80 to 100
percent.

DATA ANALYSIS

The dependent variables included (1) total words, (2) unweighted cohe-
sion, (3) weighted cohesion, (4) story grammar, (5) percentage of words
in reference cohesive ties, (6) percentage of words in lexical cohesive
ties, (7) percentage of words in conjunctive cohesive ties, (8) percentage
of words in substitution cohesive ties, (9) percentage of words in ellipsis
cohesive ties, and (10) percentage of words involved in attempts at
cohesion.

A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) (Gabriel and Hopkins,
1974) and a series of analyses of variance (ANOVA) (Winer, 1971) were
completed for the independent variables.

RESULTS

The results of the multivariate analysis of variance showed no statisti-
cally significant differences (p = .32) for any of the dependent vari-
ables—productivity, several measures of cohesion, or story grammar for
narratives produced during the shared and unshared story condition for
either group.

PRODUCTIVITY
Relative to productivity, no difference was found in length of narratives

produced during shared and unshared stimuli conditions for either
group. Further, no difference was found in narrative length related to
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the fire story and moon-landing story and no difference related to
group.

COHESION

An extensive analysis of cohesion was completed in this study. First, an
overall measure of unweighted cohesion was computed. This is a simple
count of the frequency of occurrence of cohesion. A measure of
weighted cohesion also was computed, with cohesive ties being
weighted relative to frequency of occurrence and linguistic difficulty
(Hedberg and Stoel-Gammon, 1985). The listener condition had no ef-
fect on unweighted or weighted cohesion for either group. Further,
analysis of variance with repeated measures revealed no effect related
to listener knowledge for reference, conjunctive, substitution, and ellip-
tical cohesive ties.

Significant differences were found for unweighted [F(1,104) =
8.72, p < .01] and weighted cohesion [F(1,104) = 5.34, p < .05] for
story—fire and moon landing. Additionally, group differences related to
lexical tie types and to attempts at cohesion or “errors of cohesion”
were found. The aphasic adults had more lexical cohesive tie types
(AAX = 11.22, NA X = 8.89) [F(1,104) = 5.99, p < .05] and made sig-
nificantly more attempts or errors of cohesion than the normal individ-
uals (AA X = 4.5, NA X = 2.18) [F(1,104) = 14.48, p < .01].

STORY GRAMMAR

Overall narrative organization was examined using a story grammar
analysis developed by Stein and Glenn (1979). It was not affected by the
listener condition. Story organization differences were found, however,
for the two groups, with narratives generated by the normal individuals
being more complete than those generated by the aphasic subjects (AA
X = 4.54, NA X = 5.34) [F(1,104) = 19.26, p < .01].

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

This study examined the modifications made to discourse by normal
and aphasic adults in conditions of shared and unshared listener knowl-
edge. The procedures used in this study were selected because they are
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like the assessment and intervention activities frequently used in
aphasia treatment and because they are a practical way for a clinician to
create an unshared context. Our format was similar in many ways to
that which Davis and Wilcox (1981) use in PACE therapy. They suggest
that structured interaction (discourse) for the exchange of new or un-
shared information between a speaker and listener is important.

The impact of the unshared listener knowledge condition in this study
revealed interesting results. We found that aphasic and normal speakers
did not demonstrate, on the variables examined, significant differences
for narratives told during conditions of shared and unshared listener
knowledge. Careful examination of our procedures revealed a question
about the “robustness” of our unshared knowledge context. None of the
normal subjects, but several of the aphasic subjects commented, “You
know what these pictures are, don’t you?” Thus the inference of un-
shared knowledge given by not jointly viewing the picture stimuli dur-
ing the discourse task may not have been strong enough to elicit the
expected or hypothesized effect.

The literature concerning normal individuals and their discourse mod-
ifications related to the listener, as well as our logic, suggests that
aphasic and normal adults may well have demonstrated modifications
in discourse related to what they believed the listener knew during our
tasks. If unshared knowledge conditions like those we can readily create
in diagnostic and treatment sessions do not have a real effect on dis-
course, then clinicians may not need to be concerned with the devel-
opment of such activities to ensure that “new information” is exchanged
during treatment activities.
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