
Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines the 
term aphasia as, ‘loss or impairment of 
the power to use or comprehend words 
usually resulting from brain damage (as 
from a stroke, head injury, or infection). 

Creating awareness about aphasia 
is key to supporting the 2 million+ 
people who have it and have lost some 
or all of their ability to use words. At 
excellenceinaudiology.com, we are 
happy to help spread the message to 
increase awareness and create more 
understanding. 

While aphasia is a communication 
disorder, it doesn’t affect a person’s 
intelligence but rather their ability to 
speak and understand others. In fact, 
well-known actor, Bruce Willis, was 
diagnosed with the brain disorder 
recently and has announced that 
because it is affecting his cognitive 
abilities, he will be stepping away from 
his career at least for the time being. 

It is said that aphasia is more common 
than muscular dystrophy, Parkinson’s 
Disease, and cerebral palsy, yet 
approximately 180,000 people are 
diagnosed each year, and people still 
don’t have a good understanding of what 
it is. 

A Shattering Blow

At first diagnosis, aphasia is a shattering 
blow as it steals an individual’s ability to 
communicate, thereby leaving them with 

difficulty both writing and speaking, as 
well as understanding what others are 
communicating. 

Those with aphasia will sometimes:

• Speak nonsense words.

• Use their words out of order.

• Talk in an uneven, awkward manner. 

• Use short fragments of speech.

• Write using an array of grammatical 
errors.

• Write and speak using run-on 
sentences.

• Be unable to accurately copy letters 
and words.

• Have problems understanding others.

• Need extra time to absorb what is 
being said or read.

• Lose ability to recognize words by 
sight.

• Be unable to sound out written 
words.

• Not be able to follow a fast talker.

• Not be able to understand 
complicated concepts.

The affects of aphasia can differ based 
upon the extent of injury or damage to 
the brain. There are two types - “fluent 
aphasia” and nonfluent aphasia”. What is 

described above would be characterized 
as nonfluent, and fluent would be when 
a person only loses their ability to repeat 
words and phrases but is still capable of 
speaking and being understood.

Causes and Treatment

As stated above, aphasia is caused by 
damage to the language centers of the 
brain, most often due to a traumatic 
brain injury, an infection, a brain tumor, 
or degenerative brain disease (aka 
dementia). The largest cause, however, 
is typically suffering a stroke. According 
to the National Aphasia Association, 
‘between 25% and 40% of stroke 
survivors acquire aphasia, with the 
elderly at highest risk’. 

Treatment depends entirely on the 
symptoms experienced and whether 
or not further decline is expected. 
A person with milder forms can use 
speech therapy to retrain the brain, but 
a person with a degenerative condition 
will need more treatment such as 
pictures and large print to help them with 
communication. 

Complications

As with actor Bruce Willis, if the people 
around you are paying attention and 
noticing that something is ‘off’, it can be 
detected early. Aphasia can create a 
host of quality-of-life problems and can 
affect your job, relationships, and day-
to-day living. Willis is now stepping away 
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from an amazing career which he loved 
with all his heart. The language barriers 
that are present will, in some, lead to 
depression, embarrassment, isolation 
and even suicide. 

Spreading Awareness

Spreading awareness to this emotional 
condition, how it affects others, and what 
can be done is key to helping those who 
live with it be understood. 

So how can you help spread awareness?

 ✓ Talk to some who suffers from 
aphasia.

 ✓ Share aphasia videos and facts.

 ✓ Take the National Aphasia 
Association’s Communication Tips 
Quiz at https://docs.google.com/
forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfQUN60LpKm
ePtsNbvRANCnj_hfeiemmscHhI_
QsawTfOritg/viewform

 ✓ Take the National Aphasia 
Association’s At-Home Personality 
Test at https://www.aphasia.org/
aphasia-at-home-personality-test/

 ✓ Educate your community.

Dr. Darrow is a Harvard Medical School and M.I.T. trained neuroscientist and clinical audiologist. 
He is a professor at Worcester State University and Certified Alzheimer’s Disease and Dementia 
Care Trainer. 
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