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Introduction
For decades, there has been a growing interest in studies 
of discourse in clinical populations: people with acquired 
language disorders due to focal brain damage, as well 
as people with psychiatric and neurodegenerative dis-
eases (for example, see Corcoran et al., 2020; Linnik et al., 
2016). This trend in clinical linguistics can be attributed 
to the change of perspective from assessing segregated lin-
guistic skills to the idea that communication skills should 
be assessed as a whole. For example, Holland (1980, 1982) 
introduced the concept of functional communication, which 
underlies the ability of people with language impairments 
to achieve their communicative goals despite linguistic dif-
ficulties they may experience (Meuse & Marquardt, 1985). 
This functional orientation explains the ever-growing 
number of clinical studies that focus on the most impor-
tant genres of everyday discourse such as narratives, con-
versations, and procedural and exposition discourse (for 
a review, see Blake, 2010; Linnik et al., 2016).

People spend most of their lives telling stories (Schank, 
1995), so it is more than reasonable that stories are wide-
ly studied in clinical and healthy populations. Clinical dis-
course studies may include intergroup comparison, or 
a macro- vs. microlinguistic skills comparison for a particu-
lar cohort group of people with aphasia (PWA) or right hemi-
sphere damage (RHD) (for example, see Johns et al., 2008; 
Blake, 2006; Linnik et  al., 2021). Typically, the discourse 
of these groups is compared with the discourse of non-
brain-damaged (NBD) speakers, which is regarded as a nor-
mative baseline. However, there is great variability in how 
NBD speakers construct and communicate their stories, 
even based on the same experience (e.g., Norrick, 2000). In 
particular, there are different patterns of switching between 
the narrative and descriptive types of discourse production, 
which we will refer to as discourse strategies.

In the current study, we propose a novel way to inves-
tigate picture-elicited discourse through the prism of dis-
course strategies. We analyzed several stories by PWA, RHD 
and NBD speakers. The stories were assessed in terms 
of discourse production type (DPT) and genre (standard 
elements of the story genre scheme). We also looked at def-
icits at the microlinguistic (lexical, morphological and syn-
tactic) levels.

Discourse in Aphasia and Right 
Hemisphere Damage
Aphasia is an acquired language impairment resulting from 
damage to the brain’s language-dominant hemisphere (usu-
ally the left; Dronkers & Baldo, 2009). Aphasia of different 
types can manifest in disturbances to both the production 
and comprehension of language at different levels: phonetic, 
lexical-semantic, morphological, syntactic and discourse. 
In recent years, there has been an increase in studies of dis-
course in aphasia and other neurological conditions (Arm-
strong, 2000; Bryant et al., 2016; Johns et al., 2008; Linnik 
et al., 2016; Sherratt & Bryan, 2012; Stark et al., 2020).

Despite extensive previous research in brain-damaged 
populations, the effect of lesions in the language-dominant 
hemisphere on discourse production and comprehension is 
still under discussion. The difficulties at word and sentence 
levels that are common in aphasia after damage to the left 

hemisphere do not always result in a failure to produce 
a sensible story and achieve communicative success. Ad-
ditionally, existing research points to a discrepancy be-
tween language competence on micro- and macrolinguis-
tic levels by PWA (Armstrong, 2000; Bergelson et al., 2014; 
Linnik et  al., 2016; Wright, 2011). Although early studies 
showed that discourse structure is not impaired in apha-
sia (Ulatowska, Doyel, et al., 1983; Ulatowska, Freedman-
Stern, et al., 1983), a number of more recent studies have 
demonstrated that that is not necessarily true. For exam-
ple, some researchers found that informativeness and co-
herence were significantly lower in aphasic discourse (Lin-
nik et al., 2021; Nicholas & Brookshire, 1993; Van Leer & 
Turkstra, 1999; Wright et al., 2010), while other researchers 
reported the opposite results (Glosser & Deser, 1991; Mari-
ni et al., 2005).

Damage to the non-language-dominant hemisphere 
(usually the right), on the other hand, is not directly linked 
to any lexical or syntactic deficits, but results in impaired 
prosody (for a review, see Weed & Fusaroli, 2020) and prag-
matic skills (for a review, see Blake, 2017), as well as difficul-
ties in language comprehension and production at the dis-
course level (Akhutina, 2009; Blake, 2010; Brookshire & 
Nicholas, 1984; Minga, 2016; Tompkins et al., 1997). Spared 
grammar and vocabulary do not assure coherent speech. 
Some studies have shown that RHD patients are not capa-
ble of maintaining the logic and structure of a story (Mari-
ni, 2012).

In clinical linguistics, several discourse genres are 
commonly analyzed: stories, as well as procedural, descrip-
tive, conversational and expository discourse (for a review, 
see Dipper & Pritchard, 2017). The genre of the elicited dis-
course can depend not only on the elicitation task, but also 
on the wording of the instruction given. For example, Olness 
(2006) compared different types of pictures and elicitation 
instructions and concluded that instructions for the elicita-
tion of picture-based stories commonly used in standard-
ized tests (such as ‘Tell me what you see in the picture’) re-
sult in the production of descriptions rather than traditional 
coherent narratives. In such cases, even using a picture that 
includes a climax to the story did not elicit narratives. How-
ever, giving an instruction that prompts temporal sequenc-
ing (‘Make up your own story about what happened, with 
a beginning, a middle, and an end’) may elicit a more coher-
ent discourse in the form of a story in PWA.

Discourse Genres and Production Types
There is no single established classification of discourse 
genres in linguistic discourse analysis, nor in literary the-
ories. Used initially for the needs of literary analysis only, 
genres became one of the main instruments of studying dis-
course in general (Bakhtin, 1986). Nonetheless, discourse 
genres are not elementary concepts. One of the ways to char-
acterize them is by identifying functionally relevant com-
ponents (Swales, 1990). This presumes that we can define 
a specific discourse genre through a set of its components, 
their distribution and ordering. For example, genres can 
be defined through genre schemes (or superstructure; see 
Van Dijk, 1976, 1981), a schematic organization of the global 
meaning (macrostructure) through the use of elements (e.g., 
setting, evaluation, coda). Specific genre distinctions are 
within the focus of research in general discourse analysis.
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Another way to analyze the structure of a discourse 
genre is based on discourse production types (DPT; see 
Kibrik, 2009; similar to types of passages in Longacre, 1996, 
1983, and discourse modes in Smith, 2003). In this study, 
we classified types of discourse production based on two 
communicative functions. The informative function in-
cludes both informing and sharing, as described in Toma-
sello (2008). The interactional function includes interaction 
with the addressee per se, in addition to directly affecting 
the addressee’s behavior (Longacre, 1996).

Types of discourse production are much more homog-
enous entities as compared with discourse genres. One can 
always refer to the primary linguistic means that charac-
terize production types. While studies of formal markers 
demonstrate that neither vocabulary nor morphosyntactic 
constructions can serve as distinctive parameters for the dis-
course genre (Bamberg, 1987; Biber, 1989), there are cer-
tain formal features used to characterize production types. 
For the narrative production type, those will be the perfec-
tive mode and the past tense of verbs in the story’s main-
line, as shown in the classical works by Labov (1972) and 
his followers (Berman, 1996) and then confirmed by pro-
ponents of a newer, interactional approach to storytelling 
(Johnstone, 2016).

Whatever the basis for classification of the discourse 
genres, narratives (or stories) will be among them (cf. Bib-
er & Conrad, 2009; Eggins & Martin, 1997; Kibrik, 2009). 
The main function of narratives as a genre is to communi-
cate a previous experience by listing a sequence of events 
that took place. So far, the term narrative has been used 
here both to refer to one discourse genre (or even a set 
of discourse genres), and as one type of DPT. To avoid am-
biguity, we will use the term narration, or narrative DPT, 
for the specific discourse production type and, following 
Chafe (1980) and Polkinghorne (1995), leave the term story 
as a synonym of the narrative discourse genre.

When telling a story, speakers create or evoke a men-
tal picture of some episode in their memory. This picture in-
cludes both various entities and events. Some of these enti-
ties are participants of the event and may belong to the event 
structure. Speakers mentally travel through space in this 
picture, choosing events and entities to verbalize them into 
utterances. While doing so, speakers mostly shift between 
narrative and descriptive DPTs, which allows them to man-
age the way the new information is presented to the ad-
dressee (Bergelson, 2006, 2007). Using the narrative DPT, 
speakers can narrate their personal experience to other peo-
ple for whom this information, presumably, will be new. In 
order to interpret this new information, the addressees must 
be capable of relating it to their own experience. To that end, 
speakers provide them with additional information which 
belongs to common or shared knowledge. Normally, this 
is done through the descriptive DPT, though in certain cas-
es an expository production type may be used (Bergelson, 
2007). The balance between narrative and descriptive DPTs 
depends on many parameters of the communicative situ-
ation: primarily, on the relationship between the speaker 
and the addressee, their previous interaction within the sit-
uation, and the speaker’s ability to dynamically construct 
a model of the addressee’s consciousness. The markers 
of those two DPTs are the verb’s form (past vs. present) and 
its function (story line event vs. descriptive state of affairs).

An intermediate stage, quasi-narration, can be de-
scribed as direct reporting, where the opposition between 
the narrative and descriptive DPTs is blurred. On the one 
hand, narrative passages lack past perfective verbs, featur-
ing instead actual present forms. On the other hand, the sto-
ry genre structure is more or less intact, demonstrating lo-
cal and global coherence and cohesion markers.

Current Study
The current study focused on discourse strategies that peo-
ple with left- and right-hemisphere brain damage, as well 
as NBD speakers, used to tell a story. We utilized a single 
picture elicitation task that is one of the most commonly 
used methods for discourse assessment in clinical linguis-
tics, both in fundamental research and in clinical settings. 
The discourse strategy was analyzed in two aspects: first, 
patterns of use of narrative and descriptive DPTs; and sec-
ond, the use of informational and interactional components 
of discourse. We demonstrate that elicitations based on 
visual stimuli result in a specific kind of story; besides nar-
ration and description, speakers may use quasi-narration. 
We analyzed picture-based discourse to see whether the pat-
terns of use of narration and description, or information 
and interaction, differ in PWA and RHD speakers compared 
to the discourse production strategies of healthy individuals.

Method
Participants
Six participants with brain damage of various localizations 
and etiology took part in the study; see Table 1 for details. 
People with left hemisphere damage who had aphasia (P1, 
P2, P3, and P4) were recruited and tested in the inpatient 
department of the Center for Speech Pathology and Neu-
rorehabilitation, Moscow. Participants with right hemi-
sphere damage (P5 and P6) were recruited and tested in 
the N.N. Burdenko Scientific Research Neurosurgery Insti-
tute, Moscow. All participants were native Russian speak-
ers. Participants with left hemisphere damage were admit-
ted to the clinic due to language-related problems, and 
their language and cognitive deficits were comprehensively 
assessed following standard clinical procedures. Their 
aphasia types were diagnosed based on Luria’s classification 
(Akhutina, 2015; Luria, 1962), and then they were iden-
tified as either fluent (P1 and P2) or non-fluent (P3 and 
P4). Participants with right hemisphere damage did not 
reported experiencing any language deficits.

Four healthy control participants (three females) with-
in the same age range, all with higher education (15 years 
of education), also took part in the study.

Materials and Procedure
At the discourse elicitation stage, we used a single picture 
method. The ‘Cat Prank’ picture is a staged colored photo-
graph which presents a mess in the kitchen, a man scold-
ing a boy and a cat hiding under the table (see Figure 1). 
This picture was originally designed for the present study 
to represent the climax of an event: this way, the viewer can 
infer the temporal-causal progression of the event (what 
happened before and after the depicted scene), which can 
form the basis of the discourse response in the story genre 
(Olness, 2006).

http://www.cogjournal.org/
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The experimenter first asked the participant to look 
at the picture and then presented the instruction orally. 
The instruction was adapted from Olness (2006) as fol-
lows: ‘Please tell a story about what happened here. Let it 
be a real story with a beginning, something that happens 
in the middle and an end’. The participants were explic-
itly asked to create a temporally sequenced output, since 
this instruction prompts telling a story as opposed to just 
describing the picture. During the narration, the exper-
imenter was allowed to ask general questions that pro-
voked further elaboration of the storyline (e.g., ‘What 

happened next?’). The elicited stories were audio-record-
ed. A warm-up session with an example picture designed 
according to the same principles preceded the experimen-
tal session. Both the training and the experimental pic-
tures represented a complication of an action with obvi-
ous after-effects.

Analysis
All of the elicited stories were orthographically transcribed 
and divided into clauses and utterances (an utterance is 
comprised of an independent clause with its dependent, 
subordinate or coordinate, clauses; cf. segmentation into 
utterances in the TalkBank, MacWhinney, 2000). Then, 
the clauses were annotated for story components by an 
expert and verified by a second expert (both professional 
linguists with experience in working with speech produced 
by PWA); in questionable cases, a consensus between 
the two experts was reached by discussion. The DPT anal-
ysis was performed by five independent expert raters (all 
professional linguists with experience in working with 
speech produced by PWA); each utterance was assigned 
the DPT attributed by the majority of raters.

Microlinguistic Analysis
As measures of microlinguistic abilities, we calculated 
the number of clauses and utterances, the mean length 
of utterance (MLU) in syllables, and the proportion 
of agrammatic clauses. Agrammatic clauses were defined 
as the ones containing at least one grammatical error, such 
as an incorrect word form (as in 1a and 1b), or a predicate 
omission (as in 1b).

The number of clauses per utterance was calculat-
ed as a measure of syntactic complexity. Also, the propor-
tion of nouns, predicates (including verbs and predicate 

Table 1. Demographic Data of the Participants with Left Hemisphere Damage Resulting in Aphasia, and Right Hemisphere Damage

ID Gender Age Education Clinical diagnosis Aphasia

Left hemisphere 
damage, fluent 
aphasia

P1 F 36 Higher Traumatic brain injury to temporal region Amnestic aphasia, semantic apha-
sia

P2 M 49 Higher Traumatic brain injury to the left 
hemisphere

Acoustic-amnestic aphasia, 
sensory aphasia

Left hemisphere 
damage, non-
fluent aphasia

P3 F 35 Secondary 
professional

Infarction in the left middle cerebral 
artery distribution

Dynamic aphasia, complex motor 
aphasia

P4 F 46 Incomplete 
higher

Infarction in the left middle cerebral 
artery distribution

Complex motor aphasia, dynamic 
aphasia

Right 
hemisphere 
damage

P5 F 53 No data
Aneurism of the right middle cerebral 
artery, post-ischemic changes in the 
right frontal-parietal regions

No reported language problems

P6 M 27 No data

Aneurism of the right anterior cerebral 
artery — anterior communicating artery, 
hemorrhage in medial-basal regions of 
the right frontal lobe

No reported language problems

Figure 1. Visual stimulus: the ‘Cat Prank’ picture
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constructions of various types) and pronouns to the total 
number of words was calculated. We suggested that the mi-
crolinguistic analysis would be consistent with the specific 
language deficits typical for each diagnosis.

Story Component Analysis
The story component analysis was mainly inspired by Labov 
(2010) and Polanyi (2005) and was performed at the clause 
level. At first, each clause was classified as belonging 
to the world of the story (that is, describing the characters, 
objects and events of the story) or to the world of the narra-
tion (describing personal attitudes, opinions and comments 
of the storyteller or their interaction with the addressee). 
Then the world of the story clauses were classified as story 
events or descriptive clauses, and the world of the narration 
clauses were classified as evaluation clauses, interaction com-
ponents or other. Also, interaction components were anno-
tated within some of the clauses of the other types.

The world of the story clauses:

 ■ Story event, or main line, clauses are semantically 
non-iterative, non-habitual and temporarily bounded. The 
story event clauses refer to either actual events in the story 
world (event predicates, actions of the characters, etc.; e.g. 
clauses 2a – c) or epistemic quasi-events (speech and mental 
activities of the characters; e.g. clauses 3a – b, 5a).

 ■ Descriptive clauses describe the state of affairs which 
persist over some interval of time in the world of the story, 
rather than occurring at one discrete instant. Descriptive 
clauses are defined as background information for the 
events in the story world (e.g. 2d – f). The contents of the 
speech and mental acts of the characters framed as direct 
or indirect speech also fall under this category (e.g. 3c – d).

The world of the narration clauses:

 ■ Evaluation clauses are linguistic means that make it 
clear to the listener which circumstances and events are 
crucial for the point being made. Evaluation clauses describe 
the story world from the point of view of the speaker; 
in other words, they express the individual’s emotional, 
deontological, epistemological or other evaluation of the 
elements of the story (e.g. 3f – h).

 ■ Interaction components are verbal interactions 
between the storyteller and the interviewer. Anything that 
pertains to the level of interaction between the speaker 
and the listener is regarded as an interaction component, 
namely: fillers, word search, false starts, feedback markers, 
appellations to the listener, repetitions and other discourse 
markers. Interaction components may be found both within 
the clause, (e.g. 2e, 4a; the interaction component is marked 
in italic) or appear as a separate clause (e.g. 3e).

 ■ The other category comprises abstracts (e.g. 4a – c) and 
codas (e.g. 5b).

(1) a И... и... ты виновата мужчина

And… and you are guilty [feminine] man

b Сосиски... и кетчуп вообщем со стол... это... 
[пропущено: уронил]
Sausages and ketchup well from the table [incorrect 
case] … well… [omitted: dropped]

(2) a Story event Он быстро подошел к столу

He approached the table quickly

b Story event Сел неправильно

Sat clumsily

c Story event Дернул за скатерть

He pulled the tablecloth

d Description Так как мальчик был непослушный

Since the boy was naugthy

e Description+ 
Interaction

Ну давайте назовем уж мальчика 
Вовочкой

Let’s call the boy Vovochka

f Description Вовочка был непослушный

Vovochka was naughty

(3) a Story event А мальчик оправдывается

And the boy makes excuses

b Story event И говорит то

And says

c Description Что нет

That no

d Description Что не абсолютно это не его вина

This is absolutely not his fault

e Interaction И если посмотреть повнимательнее

And if you look with more attention

f Evaluation То видно…

Then you can see...

g Evaluation На самом деле

In fact

fcontinued …на картинке

In the picture

h Evaluation Чья именно это вина

Whose fault this is

(4) a Other + In-
teraction Нет, ну как бы я не знаю

No, well, I don’t know

b Other Как рассказывать истории

How to tell stories

c Other Можно рассказать только в стиле 
сказки какой-то

It’s possible to tell as some kind of a tale

(5) a Story event Кот был наказан

The cat was punished

b Other Конец

The end
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Discourse Production Type Analysis
Unlike the story component analysis, the discourse produc-
tion type analysis was performed at the utterance level. An 
utterance was subject to the DPT analysis only if it belonged 
to the world of the story; that is, it should have contained 
at least one story event or descriptive clause. The goal was 
to decide whether the utterances could be defined either 
as narrative or quasi-narrative DPT. In assigning the DPT, 
we relied mostly on the definitions provided below, rather 
than on purely formal markers such as verb tense, discourse 
markers and pronoun use.

Narrative utterances manifested mental representa-
tions of the situation reconstructed in the mind of the speak-
er for which the structure of narration, and the tempo-
ral-causal organization in particular, should be built. All 
of the utterances in (6), (7) and (9c) are of the narrative DPT 
(the formal markers are shown in italic). The formal mark-
ers of the narrative DPT were, for instance, the pronouns in 
the anaphoric function (6d), verbs in the past (6a – e) and 
historical present forms (7).

Quasi-narrative utterances, on the other hand, 
were determined by the visual stimulus; the sequencing 
and structuring of the storytelling were predisposed by 
the parts of the picture which were at that moment in time 
in the speaker’s focus of attention. The utterances in (8) and 
(9a – b) are of the quasi-narrative DPT. The formal markers 
of a quasi-narrative utterance were, for instance, pronouns 
in the deictic function, discourse markers of presence (‘if 
you look here’, ‘here is’ etc.) or verbs in the present tense.

Given the uneven but generally small sizes of samples 
at each level of analysis, qualitative rather than quantitative 
analysis was performed.

Results
Six narratives in the group of participants with brain dam-
age (mean length in words = 116; range: 32 – 367  words; 
SD = 126.78) and four narratives in the group of NBD speak-
ers (mean length in words = 183.75; range: 141 – 214 words; 
SD = 32.19) were elicited, transcribed and analyzed 
at micro- and macro-linguistic levels.

Microlinguistic Level
The numbers of words, clauses, utterances, ratio of clauses 
per utterance and MLU in syllables for the participants with 
brain damage and for the control group are presented in 
Table 2.

Story Components
The proportions of story component clauses to all clauses, 
as well as the proportion of clauses where the interaction 
component is present, are shown in Table 3.

Discourse Production Type
The proportions of utterances of narrative and quasi-
narrative DPT are presented in Table 4. The agreement 
between raters, calculated as the proportion of raters that 
agreed upon a particular DPT for a given utterance, was 
relatively good. For the neurologically healthy group, 48 
out of 55 total analyzed utterances (87.27 %) were rated 
with 80 to 100 % agreement between raters. In the group 

(6) a Narrative Мальчик сидел и пил чай с вареньем.

The boy sat and had tea with jam

b Narrative Потом раздался грохот

Then there was a crash sound

c Narrative И в кухню вбежал отец

And the father ran into the kitchen

d Narrative Он увидел на полу сосиски, 
размазанное варенье

He saw hot dogs on the floor and the 
spilled jam

e Narrative Варенье также было размазано по 
столу, по скатерти

The jam was also spilled on the table 
and the tablecloth

(7) Narrative Мужчина ругает мальчика, а должен 
ругать кошку

The man berates the boy while he 
must berate the cat

(8) Quasi-nar-
rative

Ну, судя по тому, что у ребенка выра-
жение лица все-таки среднее между 
шкодным и немножко испуганным, то 
предвосхитить в  общем-то события 
не очень просто

Well, judging by the fact that the kid’s 
expression is average of naughty and 
a bit scared, it is not very easy to pre-
dict what will happen

(9) a Quasi-nar-
rative

Ну виноват как раз тот, кто сидит 
под столом, виноват-то кот

Well, the guilty one is that one who sits 
under the table, the cat is guilty

b Quasi-nar-
rative

Ну мальчик здесь абсолютно ни при 
чем

Well the boy is absolutely not guilty

c Narrative Скорее всего, кот полез за едой и 
уронил скатерть

Most likely, the cat went to get 
the food and dropped the tablecloth
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of participants with brain damage, 35 out of 49 total ana-
lyzed utterances (71.34 %) were rated with at least eighty-
percent agreement. Since we would expect that paraphasias 
could confound the rating process and cause discrepan-
cies between the raters, we also analyzed the aphasic sub-
group (participants P1, P2, P3 and P4). Thirty-one out of 44 
total analyzed utterances (70.45 %) were rated with at least 
eighty-percent agreement.

Discussion

Microlinguistic Level
The differences observed at the microlinguistic level, within 
the groups of brain-damaged and non-brain-damaged par-
ticipants, were generally consistent with expected perfor-

mance (see Bergelson & Dragoy, 2010). Non-fluent patients 
P3 and P4 exhibited the lowest proportion of pronouns in 
their narratives (6.25 % and 3.92 %, respectively), confirm-
ing the expected impairment at the microlinguistic level. 
Agrammatic clauses were also mainly present in patients 
with non-fluent aphasia (25.00 % of the clauses in P3 and 
20.00 % in P4) and totally absent (0.00 %) in patients with 
fluent aphasia and RHD. One agrammatic phrase appeared 
in the speech of NBD1 (1.85 %), but none of the other NBD 
speakers produced agrammatic clauses. This result is gen-
erally consistent with the notion of fluency in aphasia. 
Although people with different types of aphasia may exhibit 
mistakes at all language levels, agrammatism is among 
the most prominent features of non-fluent aphasia and is 
generally not so common in the speech of people with fluent 
aphasia (cf. Chapman & Ulatowska 1994; Ferguson, Craig 

Table 2. The Numbers of Words, Clauses, Utterances, Ratio of Clauses per Utterance and MLU

ID Nwords Nclauses Nutterances MLU (syllables)
Clauses 

per utterance

Agrammatic 
clauses 
(ratio)

POS (ratio)

Nouns Predicates Pronouns
Speakers 
with fluent 
aphasia

P1 120 35 14 18.86 2.50 0 0.23 0.25 0.19

P2 367 78 27 24.74 2.89 0 0.13 0.19 0.12

Speakers 
with non-
fluent 
aphasia

P3 32 12 9 7.67 1.33 0.25 0.22 0.28 0.06

P4 51 15 8 13.25 1.88 0.2 0.24 0.20 0.04

Speakers 
with RHD

P5 48 11 6 16.33 1.83 0 0.15 0.23 0.08

P6 78 19 4 34.75 4.75 0 0.14 0.18 0.13

NBD 
speakers

N1 214 54 15 29.07 3.60 0.02 0.21 0.19 0.08

N2 202 52 33 12.09 1.58 0 0.26 0.26 0.09

N3 178 41 16 23.94 2.56 0 0.22 0.24 0.07

N4 141 35 9 28.89 3.89 0 0.23 0.22 0.10

Note. The ratios were calculated from the total number of words (for nouns, predicates and pronouns) and clauses (for agrammatic 
clauses).

Table 3. Story Components and Interaction Components 

ID
Story event 

clauses
Descriptive 

clauses
Evaluation 

clauses
Other 

(abstract, coda)
Clauses 

with interaction component

Speakers 
with fluent 
aphasia

P1 51.43 22.86 22.86 0.00 22.86

P2 20.51 23.08 44.87 5.13 51.28

Speakers with 
non-fluent 
aphasia

P3 50.00 41.67 0.00 8.33 58.33

P4 46.67 13.33 6.67 20.00 86.67

Speakers 
with RHD

P5 27.27 36.36 18.18 9.09 27.27

P6 10.53 31.58 26.32 15.79 36.84

NBD 
speakers

N1 22.22 27.78 29.63 5.56 31.48

N2 46.15 40.38 7.69 5.77 1.92

N3 26.83 26.83 34.15 7.32 17.07

N4 45.71 45.71 0.00 5.71 11.43

Note. The numbers represent the percentages from all clauses.
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& Spencer 2009). People without aphasia (participants with 
RHD and NBD speakers) were not expected to have difficul-
ties with constructing grammatically correct clauses either. 
The results show that the study participants demonstrated 
language skills typical for the type of brain damage they had.

Macrolinguistic Level
Speakers with non-fluent aphasia exhibited a preference for 
narrative DPT over quasi-narration (78 % vs 11 % of utter-
ances in P3; 63 % vs 0 % in P4). At the story component 
level, they demonstrated frequent use of story event clauses 
(50.00 % in P3; 46.67 % in P4, respectively) and scarce use 
of evaluation clauses (0 % and 6.67 %, respectively). P3 and 
P4 also recurred frequently to interaction components 
(58.33 % in P3; 86.67 % in P4).

As opposed to non-fluent aphasic speakers, pa-
tients with fluent aphasia demonstrated a more equal dis-
tribution of narration and quasi-narration in their stories 
(57 % vs 43 % of utterances in P1; 26 % vs 37 % in P2). Pat-
terns of use of story event clauses and evaluation clauses 
were quite different in P1 and P2 (51 % vs 23 % in P1; 21 % 
vs 45 % in P2), as was the use of interaction components 
(23 % in P1 and 51 % in P2).

Patients with RHD showed a reduced use of narrative 
utterances and a preference for quasi-narrative DPT (17 % 
vs 33 % in P5 and 0 % vs 50 % in P6). They also demonstrat-
ed a reduced use of story event clauses (27 % in P5 and 11 % 
in P6) and evaluation clauses (18 % in P5 and 26 % in P6). 
The use of interaction components was more comparable 
to that of fluent aphasic speakers than of non-fluent ones 
(27 % in P5 and 37 % in P6).

In general, we can define two different narration strat-
egies used by the speakers with brain damage. The narrative 
storytelling strategy is marked by narrative utterances and 

a decreased use of evaluation clauses, and is demonstrated 
by non-fluent aphasic speakers. The quasi-narrative story-
telling strategy is characterized by quasi-narrative utteranc-
es and extensive use of evaluation clauses, and is observed 
in speakers with fluent aphasia and RHD.

While the two strategies are dependent on the diag-
noses of the speakers in the clinical set of narratives, we 
cannot claim that they result purely from the type of brain 
damage. Moreover, NBD speakers demonstrate both strat-
egies. For instance, NBD2 and NBD4 demonstrated pat-
terns of the narrative strategy: they had few quasi-narra-
tive utterances (3 % in NBD2 and 0 % in NBD4) and a very 
pronounced use of narrative utterances (88 % in NBD2 and 
78 % in NBD4). The evaluation clause use in their narra-
tives was also rather scarce (8 % in NBD2 and 0 % in NBD4). 
NBD1 and NBD3, on the contrary, demonstrated the quasi-
narrative strategy. Quasi-narration was extensively used in 
their stories (33 % in NBD1 and 38 % in NBD3). Evaluation 
clauses comprised approximately one-third of their narra-
tives (30 % in NBD1 and 34 % in NBD3). Interaction com-
ponents were not as extensively used by NBD speakers as by 
the non-fluent aphasic speakers and were at the level of oth-
er participants’ performance (31 % in NBD1, 2 % in NBD2, 
17 % in NBD3, and 11 % in NBD4).

The extensive use of markers of interaction in the nar-
ratives only by the non-fluent aphasic speakers may be part 
of a specific discourse strategy used by P3 and P4. The re-
vealed extensive use of interaction in our sample was main-
ly due to the recurrent formulaic expressions: fillers and 
regulators, such as ‘well’; see example (10) (speaker P4; for-
mulaic expressions are marked in italic) and their promi-
nent proportion to the total number of clauses.

(10) Ну мальчик кушает раньше… потом...

Well the boy eats earlier… then…

Ну нечаянно разбилось…

Well accidentally broke…

Кишка тоже спрятала=

The cat also hid=

Ну… мужчина разозлился…

Well… the man got angry

Ну все...

Well, that’s all

A possible explanation is that, in order to main-
tain the narration process, the non-fluent patients turn 
to the means available to them in order to compensate for 
their problems at different language levels, such as lexical 
retrieval and grammaticality. This is partially consistent 
with the study by Van Lancker Sidtis and Postman (2006), 
which revealed that participants with fluent aphasia used 
more formulaic expressions in their spontaneous speech 
than healthy controls.

In our study, we demonstrated that there are two dis-
course strategies used by people with brain damage as well 
healthy speakers. Thus, the differences between the strate-
gies cannot be interpreted as a sign of a particular language 
impairment but must be explained by other factors.

For example, the stimulus used for story elicitation 
has two prominent features: high complexity (measured by 

Table 4. DPT Distribution

ID Quasi-narrative utterances Narrative utterances
Speakers with fluent aphasia

P1 42.86 57.14

P2 37.04 25.93

Speakers with non-fluent aphasia

P3 11.11 77.78

P4 0.00 62.50

Speakers with RHD

P5 33.33 16.67

P6 50.00 0.00

NBD speakers

N1 33.33 33.33

N2 3.03 87.88

N3 37.50 6.25

N4 0.00 77.78

Note. An utterance was subject to DPT analysis only if 
it contained at least one story event or descrip-
tive clause; the numbers represent the percent-
ages from all utterances. In NBD3, one utterance 
was skipped by one of the raters, which resulted 
in a fifty-fifty proportion of narrative and quasi-nar-
rative labels. Said utterance is not considered in 
this table.
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the number of different objects in the picture) and the emo-
tional intensity of the situation depicted (described by 
the complexity of the emotional states expressed by the two 
human figures in the picture). Study participants are un-
certain about what is going on between the acting agents in 
the picture. Since telling a story presumes creating a cogni-
tive picture that includes participants, a sequence of events 
and — most importantly — a point to be made, confusion 
about the participants and events going on in the picture 
prevents speakers from making a point, which leads to their 
easy shift from storytelling to describing the visually pre-
sented material. While the same shift happens in the sto-
rytelling of people with brain damage, the linguistic trac-
es of the shift might be given a different interpretation due 
to their speech impairments.

Another factor influencing the results demonstrated 
by the NBD speakers is the specifics of the test situation. 
Unlike personal or everyday conversational stories where 
people know what they are talking about (they have a men-
tal picture of a chunk of their personal experience) and why 
they want to tell that specific story (their point in commu-
nicating the experience), the communicative situation in 
the case of the test-elicited stories lacks both. The overall 
goal of telling the story is different. It is not to inform and 
share and thus relate the story to the addressee. The test sit-
uation creates different motivations, such as ‘See how good 
I am at performing this task’, or ‘Ok, you make me do these 
foolish things, so I will do it’. The former motivation causes 
people to use a discourse strategy that we call ‘Best Student’; 
the latter we call the ‘As Is’ strategy. Our participants with-
out brain damage demonstrated both: NBD1 and NBD3 
used the ‘Best Student’ strategy, and NBD2 and NBD4 used 
the ‘As Is’ strategy. In the former, the focus is on details and 
concern on the side of the narrator to perform well, which 
results in more interaction with the interviewer. In the lat-
ter, the narrators prefer to stick to the mainline without 
much concern for providing arguments for what they say.

The above mentioned factors influencing the mac-
rolinguistic structure of the narratives  — stimulus com-
plexity and the test situation — should be taken into ac-
count in a situation of discourse assessment in a formal 
setting. However, the effect of these factors cannot be to-
tally avoided. There is always a trade off between ecolog-
ical validity and control in any formalized standardized 
assessment.

Conclusion
Narrative research addresses a variety of linguistic skills 
that human beings use in social verbal interactions. People 
use different strategies depending on many factors within 
a given communicative situation. In clinical linguistics, we 
investigate some of the skills that are compromised as com-
pared to the performance of healthy speakers. In this study, 
we demonstrated that this comparison should not be unidi-
rectional, and that speakers with and without brain damage 
both use multiple discourse strategies (narrative and quasi-
narrative). What is often considered to be a deficit may 
be just another instance of discourse variety, and this per-
spective may help us to discover new strategies that speak-
ers use in storytelling.
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