British Aphasiology Society: Biennial International Conference

10-12 September 2007
Edinburgh hosted the BAS International Conference this year in the fantastic modern building of  Dynamic Earth. This museum-cum-conference centre sits at the bottom of Arthur’s seat (which I’ve always thought looks more like an elephant than a lion) near the even more architecturally challenging building, the Scottish Parliament. The BAS team, together with Carol Brandreth and Dynamic Earth, put on a really well-organised and slick event with an exciting and varied programme. It felt truly international with several delegates from Europe, America, Australia and New Zealand. It is difficult to encapsulate the range of papers and posters presented so I have picked out some highlights from my perspective.

Argye Hillis and Klaus Willmes gave keynote speeches focusing on acute brain damage following stroke. Hillis discussed the effects of reperfusion on the brain tissue and how this may reflect early recovery rather than actual reorganisation, whilst Willmes talked about the enhanced role of the right hemisphere in the hyperacute phase until the left hemisphere recovers.

Martin Pickering gave a paper on the theory of dialogue arguing that formal linguistic models are based on monologues and not dialogue. He talked about the Interactive-Alignment model which postulates that dialogue exploits a primitive priming mechanism. For example if one speaker uses a particular word or phrase during an exchange the next speaker will mimic this to align with the first speaker. Although he did not extrapolate this to aphasia one can speculate how aphasic talk leads to misalignment but conversely how the communication partner could use alignment to enable the person with aphasia to save face (one of the principles of supported conversation).

Sentence processing cropped up several times. Clare McCann discussed a study that looked at verb production in fluent aphasia. The complexity of argument structure influenced verb production but of all the psycholinguistic variables studied, length and noun-relatedness were the only things to have an effect. Janet Webster described a single case study where the participant did not benefit from complex explanations about mapping and thematic roles but did improve once the jargon was abandoned and she just had to do the tasks!

One of the parallel sessions was on Quality of life issues where Madeline Cruice discussed a study comparing older people’s quality of life with that of older people with aphasia. ‘Activities’ was found to be a core concept for both groups implying that rehabilitation needs to operate at a ‘life level’ not just a ‘communication level’. Gill Pearl talked about a project involving people with aphasia who had taken up activities helping others. She fed back how this had affected them in both positive and negative ways, such as an increase in self-esteem versus the fatigue factor.

Roberto Cubelli gave a fascinating talk about peripheral dysgraphias highlighting that errors such as using a mix of upper and lower case letters within a word is not necessarily indicative of brain damage. He cited Marc Chagall’s signature as a case in point. Look it up!
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