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A fundamenta l  questio n drivin g researc h o n aphasi a i s th e 
following :  doe s th e patter n o f  languag e deficit s i n aphasi a 
reflec t  a  qualitativ e differenc e betwee n th e mechanism s 
subservin g languag e processin g i n aphasic s an d norma l 
populations ,  o r  doe s th e sam e patter n o f  deficit s graduall y 
emerg e upo n a  continuu m o f  increasin g demand s o n th e 
processin g system ? 

I n th e 1970 s an d 80s ,  linguisticall y inspire d researc h o n 
Broca' s an d Wernicke' s aphasi a tende d t o portra y thes e 
syndrome s a s th e resul t  o f  destructio n o f  tissu e responsibl e 
fo r  syntacti c an d semanti c information ,  respectively ;  mor e 
recen t  proposal s conten d tha t  Broca' s aphasi a i n particula r 
result s fro m th e deletio n o f  generativ e rules ,  o r  from  lac k o f 
acces s t o closed-clas s lexica l  items .  (Grodzinsky ,  1995 ) 
However ,  studie s o f  aphasi c patient s acros s language s 
sugges t  tha t  deficit s resultin g from  neurologica l  insul t  ma y 
be bette r  characterize d a s a  globa l  reductio n i n genera l 
processing ,  i n tha t  patient s retai n th e processin g strategie s 
uniqu e t o thei r  languag e bu t  manifes t  the m i n a  degrade d 
form .  Indeed ,  comprehensio n an d productio n deficit s 
qualitativel y simila r  t o thos e observe d i n aphasi a hav e bee n 
reporte d fo r  orthopedi c patient s an d elderl y controls , 
suggestin g tha t  th e receptiv e agrammatis m profil e ma y 
reflec t  mor e genera l  effect s o f  stres s o n wea k o r  vulnerabl e 

element s i n th e processin g chain .  (Bates ,  Friederici ,  & 
Wulfeck ,  1987 ) 

I n fact ,  a  numbe r  o f  recen t  studie s hav e replicate d th e 
characteristi c Broc a o r  "agrammatic "  profil e o f  deficit s b y 
subjectin g norma l  comprender s t o a  variet y o f  perceptua l  o r 
attentiona l  stressors .  (Kilbom ,  1991 )  I n addition , 
connectionis t  simulation s o f  neurologica l  damag e t o a 
genera l  learnin g mechanis m len d suppor t  t o th e clai m tha t 
seemingl y discret e an d selectiv e processin g deficit s ca n aris e 
i n a  distribute d an d domain-genera l  processin g system . 
(Marchman ,  1992 ) 

The presen t  stud y addresse s thi s issu e b y comparin g th e 
performanc e o f  impaire d population s an d norma l 
undergraduate s i n a  tas k tha t  assesse s comprehensio n o f 
comple x syntacti c structure .  Participant s i n th e stud y 
include d Broca' s aphasics ,  Wernicke' s aphasics ,  anomics , 
elderi y controls ,  an d colleg e students .  Al l  participant s 
performe d th e sam e basi c task ,  whic h wa s t o identif y th e 
agen t  i n a  serie s o f  auditoril y  presente d active ,  passive , 
subjec t  cleft ,  an d objec t  clef t  sentences .  Al l  sentence s wer e 
generate d b y randoml y selectin g tw o semanticall y neutra l 
noun s (anima l  names )  an d a  transitiv e ver b fo r  insertio n int o 

th e sentenc e frame.  On e tria l  consiste d o f  th e following : 
picture s o f  tw o animal s wer e displaye d o n a  vide o scree n an d 
wer e name d auditorily .  A  sentenc e containin g bot h noun s 
was the n presented .  Th e participan t  wa s aske d t o pus h th e 
butto n unde r  th e anima l  doin g th e "ba d action" . 

Colleg e student s (bu t  no t  impaire d o r  elderi y participants ) 
wer e randoml y assigne d t o on e o f  si x  stres s conditions : 
norma l  listening ,  5 0 % speec h rat e compression ,  5 0 % partia l 
nois e mask ,  digi t  load ,  digi t  loa d an d speec h compression , 
and digi t  loa d an d nois e mask . 

Analyse s o f  correc t  respons e an d reactio n tim e measure s 
indicat e tha t  1 )  al l  aphasi c group s shar e a  simila r  profil e o f 
deficit s acros s sentenc e types ,  2 )  thi s profil e i s share d (t o a 
lesse r  degree )  no t  onl y b y age-matche d controls ,  bu t  als o b y 
colleg e student s unde r  nois e o r  compression ,  an d 3 ) 
surprisingly ,  digi t  loa d ha d n o effec t  o n syntacti c 
comprehension ,  i n contras t  t o findings  i n previou s studie s 
tha t  showe d a  deleteriou s effec t  o f  digi t  loa d o n 
comprehensio n o f  inflectiona l  morphology .  Thes e dat a 
provid e additiona l  suppor t  fo r  th e vie w tha t  languag e deficit s 
cause d b y neurologica l  insul t  ma y b e bette r  characterize d a s 
th e resul t  o f  sever e strai n o n a  distribute d processin g syste m 
rathe r  tha n th e resul t  o f  damag e t o a  discret e are a o f  a 
domain-specifi c  processor .  I n addition ,  the y sugges t  tha t 
processin g o f  morphologica l  an d syntacti c structure s ma y 
be differentiall y  vulnerabl e t o stress . 
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