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C e n t e r  f o r  A p h a s i a  a n d  R e l a t e d  D i s o r d e r s  

VA NORTHERN CALIFORNIA HEALTH CARE SYSTEM 

E D I T O R ’ S  N O T E  

Dear Friends, 
 

Spring has brought us beautiful weather, and inspired us to make plans for our an-

nual 4th of July BBQ! It wouldn’t be summer without getting to see all of you, so we 

hope you can join us at Nancy Boyd Park in Martinez on Wednesday, July 11, 2012, 

from noon to 3 pm. All the details can be found on page 6. We hope to see you 

there! 

 

In other news, we’ve been staying busy with our research and have been publishing 

and making presentations on it all around the world. In one study, we have looked at 

the regions of the brain involved in trying to name objects. We all have trouble with 

that sometimes, but our friends with aphasia always struggle with trying to find the 

word they want. We have seen that it takes a large region of the left side of the brain 

to retrieve and produce a word, but that an area called the “middle temporal gyrus” 

plays an especially important role in accessing the names of objects. This finding is 

consistent with other work we have done, and we are quite convinced of the impor-

tant role that this brain area plays in language. 

 

We are also continuing to learn about the connections inside the brain that tie nerve 

cells together. These cells are responsible for the hard work of processing language, 

but they can’t work on their own; they have to communicate with other nerve cells. 

They do this by sending out little fibers that connect the cells together. Recently, 

scientists have been able to use magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) to visualize 

where these fibers go. At our Center, we have used this technology to learn that 

these fibers combine together into complex networks, and that injuries to these path-

ways affect the use of language in dramatic ways (see story page 3). We hope our 

research into this new dimension of the brain will teach us more about how we can 

assist our friends with brain injuries toward their recovery.  

 

Finally, some exciting personal news; Francesca Beghin, is expecting her first child 

in August! We are very excited to welcome Baby “Carlo” into the lab soon. Who 

knows? A budding new researcher? A future brain scientist or aphasiologist? An 

engineer like Daddy? We shall see! 

 

We hope all is well with you and your loved ones. We have missed seeing many of 

you and hope that we get to enjoy your company again soon. 

 

Yours truly, 

 

   Nina Dronkers, Ph.D. 

   Director, Center for Aphasia & Related Disorders 
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C e n t e r  f o r  A p h a s i a  a n d  R e l a t e d  D i s o r d e r s  

VA NORTHERN CALIFORNIA HEALTH CARE SYSTEM 

Frog Where Are You? 

Historically, it was thought that Broca's area (in the front part of the left half of the brain) was criti-
cal for being able to speak. Individuals with so-called "Broca's aphasia" have trouble getting out the 
words they want to say. This is sometimes called "telegraphic" speech because it's like the words 
you would say in a telegram, where you only say the most important words to get the point across. 
Individuals with this type of aphasia have a much easier time understanding speech, although 
sometimes it is difficult for them if the sentences are too long or complex. Newer research has 
shown that a much larger stroke is required to produce this type of aphasia than previously 
thought, and that Broca's area need not necessarily be involved. 
 
Recently, we did a study on the speech of patients who had strokes in Broca's area alone. They 
were asked to give an oral narration of a 16-page, wordless book about a lost frog called, "Frog 
Where Are You?" (see sample pictures below). We analyzed their speech for the number of gram-
matically-correct sentences and the types of phrases they used. 
 
We found that individuals with a stroke in Broca's area did not have a lot of trouble producing com-
plicated grammatical speech. They were able to produce proper verb phrases with all different 
kinds of verbs. This study shows that the ability to use complex grammatical sentences in English 
can be intact in individuals with a stroke in Broca's area. Given the complexity of the speech they 
produced, despite the stroke in Broca's area, we can assume that the production of complex sen-
tences is not dependent solely on this brain region as previously thought. 

Role of Broca’s Area in Speech and Language: Evidence from the Frog Story 
 

By Francesca Beghin 
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C e n t e r  f o r  A p h a s i a  a n d  R e l a t e d  D i s o r d e r s  

VA NORTHERN CALIFORNIA HEALTH CARE SYSTEM 

Fiber Pathways in the Brain 
 

By Nina Dronkers, Ph.D. 
 

In my cover letter, I mentioned fiber pathways of 
the brain and how important these connections 
are for processing language. The nerve cells, or 
“neurons”, of the brain are believed to do the 
hard work when it comes to doing things like 
thinking, planning, remembering, and, of course, 
language.  But, these neurons can’t function on 
their own; they have to communicate with other 
neurons in order to share information and 
process complex tasks like understanding and 
producing language. That’s where fiber pathways 
come in. Each neuron has one long fiber (called 
an “axon”) that sends information out to other 
nerve cells, and many “dendrites” that receive 
information. These fibers look like little sprouts 
off of the cell (see Figure 1), and can’t be seen 
with the naked eye. But, when the long axons 
bundle together to travel farther within the brain, 
they become more apparent, and can be seen 
more readily after careful dissection (see Figure 
2). 
 

 
 
Figure 1: Diagram of a nerve cell communicating with 
another nerve cell. The body of the cell (yellow spot) sends 
its message out along its axon to the dendrites of the 
second nerve cell. (Figure adapted from the teaching slides 
of the National Institute on Drug Abuse.) 

 
 

 
Figure 2: An example of dissected of fiber pathways that 
can be seen in the human brain. (Figure from 
brainmind.com) 

 
What’s amazing is that we can now visualize these 
fiber pathways in the living brain using an MRI 
scanner. This new technique, called “diffusion 
tensor imaging” (DTI) allows us to trace these fiber 
pathways in more detail with regard to both their 
anatomy and function. We can explore where 
these fibers go and how far they extend (see 
Figure 3). Especially important to all of us, is that 
we can learn how a brain injury might affect these 
pathways and how this injury changes a person’s 
ability to use language.  

 
 
Figure 3: One fiber 
pathway, called the 
“arcuate fasciculus” has 
extensive connections 
throughout the brain that 
we can now trace with an 
MRI scanner. 

 
 
 
It’s an exciting time for 
brain research, and as 

always, we have many of you to thank for helping 
us in our efforts to better understand how it all 
works.
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VA NORTHERN CALIFORNIA HEALTH CARE SYSTEM 

Project Recovery 
This is an adaptive physical 

exercise program for those 

with physical disabilities in-

cluding moderately self-

ambulatory, ortho-multi-

handicapped, and other 

health impairments. The 

program will increase fit-

ness, balance, strength, and 

range of motion.  
 

Programs: Project Recovery, Monday 

– Thursday, 1:00 p.m. – 4:00 p.m.  

(Multiple one hour classes offered 

throughout the day)  

 

Location: 

Family YMCA, Mt. Diablo Region 

YMCA Office 

350 Civic Drive 
Pleasant Hill, CA 94523 

 

Contact: 

Libby Luxemberg 

(925) 687-8900. 

 

 

Stroke Communica-

tion Classes 
No-fee, non-credit stroke-

communication classes of-

fered to the San Francisco 

Bay Area for over 25 years. 

 
Location:  

City College of San Francisco 

1250 Waller St. 

San Francisco, CA 94117 

 

Contact: 

Joyce Freeman, M.S., CCC-SLP,  

(415) 561-1005 

jforeman@ccsf.edu 

Stroke Support 

Group of Contra 

Costa County 
Location: 

Mt. Diablo Medical Center 

Concord, CA 94520 

or 

John Muir Medical Center 

601 Ygnacio Valley Rd. 

Walnut Creek, CA 94596 
 

Mailing Address: 

Ann Dzuna 

1174 Alta Mesa Dr. 

Moraga, CA 94556-2042 

 

Contact: 

Ann Dzuna, B.S., MBA 

(925) 376-6218 

adzuna@comcast.net 

 

 

Cal State University 

East Bay Aphasia 

Group 
Location: 

California University - East Bay 

Speech, Language & Hearing Clinic 

MB# 1097A 

Communicative Sciences and Disor-

ders 

Hayward, CA 94542 

 

Mailing Address: 
Shelley Simrin, M.A., CCC-SLP 

California State University - East Bay 

Dept. of Communicative Sciences & 

Disorders 

MB# 1097A 

25800 Carlos Bee Blvd. 

Hayward, CA 94542-3065 

 
Contact: 

Shelley Simrin, M.A., CCC-SLP, Clinic 

Director 

(510) 885-4762 or (510) 885-3233 

ssimrin@csuhayward.edu 

Aphasia Center of 

California 
Location: 

200 Grand Ave. 

Oakland, CA 94610 

 

Mailing Address: 

Roberta Elman, Ph.D., CCC-SLP, BC-

NCD 

Aphasia Center of California 

3996 Lyman Rd. 

Oakland, CA 94602 

 

Contact: Roberta Elman, Ph.D., CCC-

SLP, BC-NCD 

(510) 336-0112 

rjelman@aol.com 

 

Website: http://

www.aphasiacenter.org 

 

 

Stroke Club San 

Francisco 
Location: 

Stonestown Family YMCA 

Senior Annex 

3150 20th Ave. 

San Francisco, CA 94132 

 

Contact: 

Kathy Orsi 

(415) 242-7117 

 

Solano Community 

College program for 

Persons with Disabili-

ties  
Phone: 707-864-7136 

 

C e n t e r  f o r  A p h a s i a  a n d  R e l a t e d  D i s o r d e r s  

Stroke Recovery Resources 
in the Bay Area 
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C e n t e r  f o r  A p h a s i a  a n d  R e l a t e d  D i s o r d e r s  

VA NORTHERN CALIFORNIA HEALTH CARE SYSTEM 

Do you know the warning signs of a stroke? 

 

Be sure to call 9-1-1 if you or someone you 

know has ANY of these symptoms with no 

known cause: 

 
A sudden, severe headache 

 

Sudden blurred vision 

 

Sudden dizziness 

 

Sudden difficulty moving one or both sides of the 

body 

 

Sudden difficulty with balance and/or walking 

 

Sudden  difficulty speaking or understanding what is 

being said 

 

     For more information, visit                  

  www.strokeassociation.org 
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Stroke Support Group 
 

Annual Summer Picnic! 

When 
Wednesday, July 11, 12:00-3:00 p.m. 

 

Where 
Nancy Boyd Memorial Park 

4738 Pleasant Hill Rd. 

Martinez, CA, 94553  

 

What to bring 
A dish or drink to share if you can. 
 

Questions? Call Juliana at (925) 372-4649 
 

 

C e n t e r  f o r  A p h a s i a  a n d  R e l a t e d  D i s o r d e r s  

VA NORTHERN CALIFORNIA HEALTH CARE SYSTEM 

Directions to Nancy Boyd Park: 

From Highway 4, take the Alhambra 

Ave. exit 

Go South on Alhambra Ave. for 3/4 

mile to Truitt Ave. 

Go left on Truitt Ave. 

Make first left on Valley Ave. 

You will see the park in front of you 

once you hit Church St. 
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C e n t e r  f o r  A p h a s i a  a n d  R e l a t e d  D i s o r d e r s  

VA NORTHERN CALIFORNIA HEALTH CARE SYSTEM 

Game Zone 
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Newsletter Information 
If you would like to receive this newsletter or you have 

comments/suggestions, e-mail Juliana at 

juliana@ebire.org, call her at (925) 372-4649 or write to: 

 

Center for Aphasia and Related Disorders 

VA Northern Calif. Health Care System 

150 Muir Road 126R 

Martinez, CA 94553 

 

We welcome your comments and questions! 
 

Center Members & Affiliates 
Nina Dronkers 

And Turken 

Francesca Beghin 

Alana Vernon 

Brian Curran 

Janet Patterson 

Carl Ludy 

Juliana Baldo 

Adeen Flinker 

Marc Ettlinger 

Stephanie Ries 

 

 

We would also like to thank the members of the Stroke 

Support Group and their families, the Speech Pathology 

staff, and all of our wonderful research participants. 

 

 

 

 

The Center for Aphasia and Related Disorders is supported by the VA Northern California Health Care System, 

the VA Medical Research Program, the National Institutes of Health, and the University of California at Davis 

and San Diego, as well as through generous donations from private foundations and individuals. Please feel 

free to contact Dr. Dronkers at (925) 372-2925 if you would like more information. 
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