
Time Reference in Turkish Agrammatic Speakers 
Elif Bamyaci1,2 & Roelien Bastiaanse3,4

1European Master’s in Clinical Linguistics (EMCL), 2University of Konstanz
3Center for Language and Cognition Groningen (CLCG) 4 University of Groningen, The Netherlands

Introduction
Agrammatic speech is characterized by problems with bound
and free-standing grammatical morphemes. Verb inflections
seem to be particularly vulnerable, although not each verb
inflection morpheme is impaired to an equal extent. It is shown that
Tense features are particularly prone to errors [4,7,8]. Within the
Tense domain reference to the past seems to be more impaired
than reference to the present [2,5,6] and future [9]. These selective
problems with past are not restricted to Tensed verbs. Bastiaanse
(2009) showed that for Dutch non-tensed verb forms referring to the
past by participles are also more impaired than non-tensed
infinitives in present continuous constructions.

The present study focuses on Tense in Turkish agrammatic speech.
Turkish is an agglutinative language with a rich verb paradigm.
Present continuous, past and future can all be expressed through
Tense, so no auxiliaries are used. Interestingly, Turkish has two
forms of past Tense, so-called ‘seen past’ and ‘heard past’. Seen-
past Tense is used when the speaker himself witnessed the action;
heard-past Tense is used when the speaker expresses information
from a source other than himself. The aims of this study are two-fold:
1) to evaluate whether in Turkish, with the rich verb inflection

paradigm present Tense is better preserved than past Tense,
like in Dutch, Greek and Norwegian;

2) to see whether there is a difference between heard and seen
past Tense.

Discussion
These data confirm the findings in earlier group and case studies to
Dutch, Greek, and Norwegian, and Turkish: reference to the past
through verb inflection is selectively impaired in agrammatic aphasia,
when tested with an oral production task. Interestingly, within
reference to the past, those forms that refer to events that have been
witnessed by the speaker are even more impaired than those that
the speaker only heard of or read about. A theory on a purely
syntactic or morphological basis cannot account for these data:
expressing the notion ‘time’ in verb morphology, with present being
least impaired.
It has been suggested that Tense is discourse linked [10]. The 
Tense of the verb has to be linked to a specific 

point on a timeline. For present this is easy: the event has to be 
linked to the here and now. For heard past this is more difficult, since 
the event should be linked to a point somewhere in the past. The 
linking seems even more complex for events that the speaker has 
witnessed, because it has to be linked to a specific memory. 
Agrammatic speakers are known to have problems with discourse 
linking. For example, understanding sentences with reflexives is 
relatively easy for them compared to understanding pronouns that 
are linked to an antecedent outside the sentence [1]. The consistent 
finding that reference to the past is difficult is compatible with this 
idea. The finding that seen past is more difficult than heard past 
further strengthens this idea.                                                                                               

Methods
The Turkish version of the Test for Assessment of Reference of Time
(TART; Bastiaanse, Jonkers & Thompson) was used to test age and
education matched subjects:
§ 7 agrammatic speakers (4 male; age range 39-74, aphasic due

to a single left-hemisphere stroke)
§ 7 non-brain-damaged Turkish speakers
A ‘sentence completion paradigm with prompting´ was used to elicit
the intended verb form. An example of a picture pair is:

for this picture, you could say “Now the man is reading a letter”;
for this picture, you could say “Now the man….” and
the patient was supposed to continue with “… is writing a letter”.

There were three conditions with 20 items each:
§ present continuous Tense
§ seen past Tense
§ heard past Tense

Results
The non-brain-damaged subjects performed perfectly in all conditions. 
Figure1 depicts the results of agrammatic speakers .
For statistical comparison, Fisher’s exact tests were used.
- Present Tense is significantly better than both past Tenses

(p=0.0001 in both comparisons).
- Seen past tense is more difficult than heard past Tense

(p=0.0012).
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Figure 1: Performance of the Turkish agrammatic speakers (max.=20)

Picture 1: sample stimuli

„to read“ „to write“


