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Background

Different psycholinguistic factors predict patterns of recovery in bilingual aphasia: language type, status (first
or second language), dominance, and word type, e.g. word class, imageability, frequency, age of acquisition and
cognate status (Weekes, 2010). Most studies report speakers of European languages that are similar in language
type. We describe a Cantonese-Mandarin bilingual speaker with aphasia who is of interest because of linguistic
differences between the two dialects. Although there is overlap in the lexical and morphological structures
between Cantonese and Mandarin, syntactic and phonological properties of Cantonese and Mandarin are
different. Our aim was to compare performance in each dialect of a Cantonese-Mandarin speaker by examining
both lexical retrieval and discourse production, since word retrieval in bilingual aphasia does not always explain
the recovery of free speech (Kambanaros, 2010). We expected differential patterns of performance in lexical
naming and discourse production.

Case Report

YF is a 52-year-old right-handed Cantonese-Mandarin speaker with mild anomic aphasia. He has a higher
degree in social science. YF’s native but less dominant language is Cantonese. Mandarin was acquired at age 18
and used extensively for work in Taiwan and Mainland China, and is his language of choice with family members
and friends. To test our hypothesis, we compared YF’s naming of the same lexical items in Cantonese and
Mandarin using an object and action naming battery. There were no differences in performance on object and
action naming across dialects (p>.05), but there was an effect of word class: object naming (87%) was better than
action naming (69%) in Mandarin (p<.05). Discourse production was analysed using quantitative and qualitative
analytic methods, which are summarized in Table 1. Discourse production was reduced if compared to age-
matched bilingual controls. However, there were no differences in the quantity of discourse production in each
dialect (all ps>.05).
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Table 1  YF's Modified Quantitative Production Analysis in Discourse Production

News & his Countries

comments Daily agenda visited
‘Word classes (no of occurrence/min) Ll L2 L1 L2 L1 L2
Adjective 1.62 120 0.18 000 0.63 1.59
Adverb 216 231 1.62 0351 171 196
Auxiliary verb 099 120 027 026 041 1.18
Classifier 072 046 252 1.79 113 1.21
Conjunction 099 0.65 0.18 128 041 048
Copula 3.15 194 135 103 297 202
Determiner 0.27 0.19 036 000 041 0.35
Exclamation 198 259 405 385 297 204
Filler 973 685 7.12 641 586 8.52
Modal verb 0.00 028 027 026 0.09 005
Noun 7.03 546 658 3.08 351 540
Negation 243 0.83 099 077 104 091
Numeral 027 139 1.80 205 095 1.08
Particle 369 472 288 205 216 3.23
Pause 1.53 0.65 072 026 1.04 075
Prefix 0.00 0.09 0.00 000 005 005
Preposition 0.63 000 045 026 0.18 046
Pronoun 207 120 126 051 122 1.72
Proper noun 1.62 157 135 231 320 3.90
Resultative suffix 0.54 000 050 0.00 023 054
Verb 586 389 757 513 311 374
Verb suffix 027 009 099 051 032 038
Error 0.18 0.00 0.09 000 027 0.16
QPA indices
Total no of narrative words 403 325 395 125 592 1425
Average no of narrative words/min 36.31 30.09 35.59 32.05 26.67 38.31
Average no of utterances/min 9.55 796 10.72 1051 7.97 9.52
Average no of narrative words/ utterance 0.34 035 030 078 0.15 0.11
Closed class words/narrative words 0.05 005 0.04 009 0.02 0.02
Pronoun/(noun-+pronoun) 0.02 001 0.01 002 001 0.00
Verb/(noun+verb) 0.04 003 004 0.13 0.01 0.01

Note. L1 = Cantonese, L.2 = Mandarin. QPA = Quantitative Production Analysis.
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YF is the first report of a bilingual Cantonese-Mandarin speaker with aphasia. Contrary to our expectations,
there was little evidence of differential recovery in the two dialects. Object naming was better than action naming
in Mandarin — the later acquired but more dominant dialect — a pattern that has been reported in other studies of
bilingual aphasia (Poncelet et al., 2007; Weekes, 2010). Interestingly, there were few occurrences of word-finding
difficulties in discourse production. Instead, YF’s word retrieval problems were limited to confrontation naming
tasks. Outside the context of constrained word retrieval, as in naming tasks, YF could successfully avoid using
items that he could not name spontaneously. Moreover, when it is not mandatory to use one particular dialect, he
could code-switch to convey a message. It was therefore not clear whether word retrieval was ever functionally
reduced for YF. According to Kambanaros (2010), performance on object and action naming tests in bilingual
aphasia can overestimate the functional word retrieval of nouns and verbs in connected speech if different
retrieval contexts are used across tasks. The findings from testing with YF support this claim.
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