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Recording A – possibly structural 

Reading passage:  

 Accurate reading, no alterations of words or grammar. 

 Rate of speech fluent, even and normal.  

 There are hints that the speaker might have altered voice quality, but without pre-onset 

recording for comparison it is not possible to judge this accurately.  

 There are changes to sound production/speech, but these are regular and consistent 

throughout and across the two speaking tasks.  

Picture description 

 The same features as in the reading passage 

 Grammar, word finding are fine. The content of the picture is accurately conveyed.  

 There are some consonant distortions (‘th’ sound again; listen out to pronunciation of 

‘picture’ where the distortion of the articulatorily complex sequence of ‘ct’ is well in keeping 
with the assumed underlying motor disturbance). 

 The same alterations to vowel quality occur.  

Main features that may lead to impression of foreignness:  

a) A few distortions to consonants – in particular ‘th’ sound is often heard as ‘d’.  
b) Alterations to vowel quality   

c) Examples of prolongation of some vowel sounds that may give listeners an impression of 

altered stress placement in words/sentences 

d) Instances of altered rhythm – notice the sometimes staccato rhythm with syllables 

separated off from each other. This may give the impression of someone speaking a so-

called syllable timed language (e.g. French, Japanese, Cantonese, Italian), whereas English is 

a stress timed language (along with e.g. Russian, German, Arabic).  

In syllable timed languages syllables are generally spaced at regular time intervals, with roughly 

equal syllable lengths and roughly equal number of syllables between stressed syllables. In stress 

timed languages it is the stressed syllables that fall at regular intervals, but the number of syllables 

that occur between stressed ones can be highly variable. To accommodate this the vowels in the 

unstressed syllables tend to be reduced to an ‘uh’ sound (compare ‘the’ and ‘that’ pronounced to 
rhyme with ‘huh’ and ‘hut’ (reduced, unstressed vowel) vs to rhyme with ‘thee’ and ‘hat’, i.e. vowel 
given full value). If an English speaker stresses a vowel and/or gives the full value to the vowel where 

an unstressed one is expected (so e.g. says ‘the man’ as ‘thee man’ instead of expected ‘thuh man’) 
this may be perceived as foreign accented. In this speaker the reasonable likelihood is that the 

neurological condition has altered muscle tone and coordination. The alterations to her speech are 

consistent with what would be expected from this underlying impairment. The consequences of the 

changes are distorted vowels and consonants, but in such a way that the distortions are associated 

with fluctuations familiar in certain foreign speakers of English.   

Why is this a ‘possibly structural’ speech sample? 

The voice/speech/prosody changes can be directly linked to definite signs of an underlying motor 

impairment; the changes are consistently in keeping with what one would expect from the 

impairment. Saying possibly rather than probably structural arises as just on the basis of what we 

hear here we have no indication of what her original accent and mode of speech might have been. 
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Thus, the importance of being able to compare present speech with pre-onset. However, the 

alterations to rhythm, coordination, and some of the vowel sound changes are unlikely to relate to 

her previously habitual accent. 

 

Recording B – Possibly structural 

 

Reading and Picture description 

 

 The reading and picture description passages show the same picture as regards type and 

severity of speech changes.  

 There are no apparent language or word finding changes.  

 Speech is only mildly affected.  

 Stress and intonation patterns and rate of speech are largely within normal limits, barring 

wider assessment and comparison with how he spoke pre-onset to confirm this.  

 

Main features that may lead to impression of foreignness 

 

 The main (but requiring further challenge tasks to confirm they do indeed represent 

evidence for a speech disturbance) features that my play a role in self or other perception of 

a foreign sounding accent are:  

a) Mild tendency to separate syllables off from each other occasionally, suggesting a 

speed-accuracy trade off.  

b) A few instances where one might claim he uses a full vowel for English rather than the 

expected unstressed one (e.g. ‘a’ and ‘the’ produced rhyming with ‘hay’ and ‘thee’ 
where one expects ‘uh’ and ‘thuh’). 

c) A few mild articulation distortions, e.g. ‘division’, ‘horizon’, ‘arch’ in the reading passage; 
some mild repetitions/hesitations, e.g. ‘round’ in reading passage; ‘reaches to a tin’, 
‘sign…cookies jar’ on picture description.  

 

Why is this a possibly structural case 

 

 There are no alterations to speech, voice and language that stand out as not age and 

language appropriate.  

 What mild changes there are can be accounted for with a diagnosis of mild motor speech 

impairment that would be compatible with a mild structural lesion. 

  Variation in accuracy can be related to loci of increased articulatory complexity and possible 

speed-accuracy trade offs. The fact that the changes are a) rule governed and consistent in 

this way; b) are consistent with what would be expected from the putative diagnosis support 

the structural diagnosis. 

 

These suppositions are based purely on what is heard of his speech. Further neurological evidence 

would be required to confirm a structural lesion commensurate in site, severity and timing with the 

onset of speech changes. Further speech-language assessment would aim to investigate the speed-

accuracy trade-off hypothesis and apply more targeted tasks to examine the nature of the 

articulatory changes in more detail.  
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Recording C 

Reading passage 

 Apart from one extra ‘the’ inserted with ‘pot of gold’ at the end, reading is accurate, with no 
alterations to words or grammar. 

 Voice quality is altered: consistently creaky voice 

 Rhythm and intonation are affected by difficulty with breath and laryngeal control. 

 The laryngeal and breathing changes have a knock-on effect of vowel duration and control of 

stress placement and intonation. 

 There are some distortions to consonants too.  

Picture description -  

Changes closely reflect those heard in the reading passage. Main features that may lead to 

impression of foreignness/speech disturbance:  

a) Pitch breaks: e.g. listen to how ‘Task B’ is said at start of picture description; and generally 
unstable control of pitch 

b) Interruptions to breath control: e.g. ‘a boiling’ in reading passage and, ‘with all water’ in 
picture description 

c) Difficulty controlling vowel duration and quality (related closely to problems with controlling 

pitch): e.g. prolonged ‘i’ in ‘give the sister’ in picture description, ‘white light’ in reading 

passage. 

d) The apparent difficulty with breath and voice control also lead to some separation of 

syllables from each other and loss of fluency, e.g. ‘a…lady’, ‘washing…up’ in picture 
description. 

e) Some distortions to consonants: e.g. in ‘beautiful colours’, ‘strikes’ in reading passage; ‘it’s 
chaos’ in picture description. 

The case illustrates the close dividing line that sometimes can occur between hearing ‘disordered’ 
speech vs hearing ‘foreign’ speech. The pitch breaks, continually creaky voice and some of the 

consonant distortions are not typical of foreign sounding speech, but if the changes to vowel quality 

and fluency are more prominent to a particular listener they may surmise a foreign speaker rather 

than someone who is trying to overcome a motor impairment whilst speaking.  

Why is this a probably structural case? 

The constellation of voice, breath control and articulation changes heard is consistent with the 

assumed underlying motor changes (hypertonic larynx; discoordination). The manifestation of 

changes within and across the speaking tasks is consistent.   
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Recording D – probably functional 

Main features that may lead to impression of foreignness:  

 Distorted vowel sounds (e.g. ‘reach’ sounds like ‘rich’, ‘pot’ sounds like ‘port/part’;  
 Altered word stress pattern (e.g. in reading passage ‘no ONE’, ‘find IT) 
 Altered rhythm/ fluency – slowed rate, non-normal pattern of pauses between words and 

syllables. 

 Insertion of ‘uh’ sounds between some words, especially in reading passage (e.g. ‘he is uh 
looking’, ‘take uh the’) 

 Some instances of missing grammatical endings off words or of ‘grammatical words’ 
(‘colour’, ‘find’ missing final ‘s’ marking plural and third person singular; in picture 

description ‘she drying the pot’, ‘he about to tip over’, ‘he reaching’ auxiliary verb ‘is’ is 
missing). 

 All these features are compatible with a structural, neurological aetiology. However, the 

pattern of their occurrence and presence of other changes suggests in this case the origin of 

accent change is functional. 

Why is this a probably functional case: 

 The apparent vowel, stress and rhythm difficulties occur alongside intact voice quality, 

predominantly accurate consonant articulation, appropriate word finding and grammar. The 

instances that would seem to counter this claim are  

a) inconsistent, suggesting that there is not an underlying disruption to articulation, 

stress pattern and grammar since most of the time production is accurate;  

b) when disruptions occur they are either outside what would be predicted from a 

neurological aetiology or/and there are instances of more complex articulation and 

grammatical production being correct in the presence of making ‘simple’ slips. 

Listen out for example for: 

 The ‘r’ sound in ‘arch’ in the reading passage. The speaker struggles with the ‘r’. However, in 
what she describes as her ‘well spoken’ standard British English prior to FAS onset there 
never would be an ‘r’ sound in ‘arch’, and all the other instances of where ‘r’ production 
might be disrupted, there is no problem. Note e.g. ‘strikes’, ‘prism’ which are articulatorily 
more complex than ‘arch’ yet appear intact; ‘cupboard’ and ‘overflow’ in her pre FAS-onset 

would not have contained ‘r’, and don’t here, they are produced normally. 
 People with motor speech disorders often do insert a ‘uh’ sound to ease the effort/improve 

accuracy of articulation. However, most of the places where this speaker might be expected 

to insert ‘uh’, in more complex transitions between consonants, she manages fine – e.g. 

‘sunlight’, ‘rainbow’, ‘’children’, ‘overflow’, ‘strikes’ – not ‘sunuhlight’, ‘childuhren’, 
suhtrikeuhs’.  

 As regards the altered stress patterns (‘no ONE’ etc), these do draw attention to themselves, 

but the few instances there are turn out to be isolated examples – the places in words and 

phrases where one might expect similar instances to appear do not materialise – ‘overflow’, 
‘cupboard’, ‘tip over’, ‘looking’ etc are all produced normally.  

 

 The missing ‘s’ endings and auxiliary ‘is’ deletions can be found in motor speech disorders 
due to articulation problems and loss of unstressed syllables (‘is’, as in ‘he is reaching’ etc 
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typically is an unstressed syllable). However, despite apparent problems here with ‘s’ 
(‘colour’ instead of ‘colours’ etc), ‘s’ is produced perfectly accurately in many words 
(‘strikes’, ‘notice’ etc); there is not a more general pattern of omitting unstressed syllables, 
either within single words or in phrases (‘he’s trying to get at’, ‘who is about to’, ‘is holding 
her hand up’ are all accurate).   
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