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One influential hypothesis posits that the brain regions implicated in Broca’s aphasia are
responsible for specific syntactic operations that are necessary for the comprehension and
production of sentences (Grodzinsky, 1986, 1990, in press). The empirical basis of this hypoth-
esis is the claim that Broca’s aphasics have no difficulty understanding sentences in the active
voice (and other ‘‘canonical’’ sentence types, such as subject relatives and clefts with agentive
predicates), but perform at chance level with passive voice constructions (and other ‘‘non-
canonical’’ sentences such as object-gap relatives and object clefts). In the face of well-
established results indicating that Broca’s aphasics can exhibit several different performance
patterns on these sentence types, Grodzinsky, Piñango, Zurif, and Drai (1999) argued that
these conflicting results do not challenge the theory when the data are analyzed appropriately.
They carried out a creative statistical analysis of the comprehension performance of published
cases of Broca’s aphasia and concluded that all of these cases are in agreement with the pre-
dicted pattern: chance on passives and 100% correct on actives. Here we show that the sta-
tistical reasoning adopted by Grodzinsky et al. (1999) is flawed. We also show that the com-
prehension performance of a substantial number of the Broca’s aphasics in their own sample
does not conform to the pattern required. Rather, contrary to these authors’ claim, Broca’s
aphasia is not associated with a consistent pattern of sentence comprehension performance,
but allows for a number of distinct patterns in different patients.  2001 Academic Press

Scientific study of the relationship between brain regions and language functions
has been based almost entirely on data from the performance of adult patients with
focal brain damage. Research studying the performance of aphasic patients has a
long and interesting history and has yielded a general framework for mapping lan-
guage functions such as comprehension and production to relatively delimited regions
of the left hemisphere (Geschwind, 1965). More recently, as cognitive and linguistic
models of language functions have increasingly guided patient testing and as methods
for imaging structural brain lesions have improved, hypotheses have become much
more specific about the neural substrates that support discrete language processes.
One particularly influential hypothesis posits that the brain regions implicated in caus-
ing Broca’s aphasia are responsible for specific syntactic operations that are necessary
for the comprehension and production of sentences (Grodzinsky, 1986, 1990, in
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press). As this hypothesis has developed and evolved over time, it has generated
much interest from linguists and others who attempt to understand language/brain
relations and to test specific linguistic theories (see special issues of Brain and Lan-
guage, 1993, 1995). Most of this effort has focused on the comprehension of distinct
sentence structures by patients clinically classified as Broca’s aphasics. In the most
recent formulation, the hypothesis (as it concerns comprehension) states that the brain
region responsible for Broca’s aphasia ‘‘is neural home to receptive mechanisms
involved in the computation of the relation between transformationally moved phrasal
constituents and their extraction sites’’ (Grodzinsky, in press, abstract).

The empirical basis of this hypothesis is the claim that Broca’s aphasics have no
difficulty understanding sentences in the active voice (and other ‘‘canonical’’ sen-
tence types such as subject relatives and clefts with agentive predicates), but perform
at chance level with passive voice constructions (and other ‘‘noncanonical’’ sen-
tences, such as object-gap relatives and object clefts). This pattern is said to result
because canonical sentences do not involve moved phrasal constituents; therefore,
they are understood without difficulty. The passive voice and other noncanonical
sentence types require transformational movement and thus cannot be understood
because the source of the moved constituent cannot be traced.

One of the most important aspects of this argument is that it is stated, not as a vague
association of symptoms, but as a testable hypothesis about necessary performance pat-
terns. The hypothesis is that all patients exhibiting the symptoms of Broca’s aphasia will
show this particular comprehension impairment. Thus, Grodzinsky’s thesis is subject to
falsifiability by nonconforming cases. The principle of falsifiability is widely assumed
to be the bedrock of the scientific method. For example, the eminent philosopher of
science Sir Karl Popper stated this principle unequivocally: ‘‘a statement (a theory, a
conjecture) has the status of belonging to the empirical sciences if and only if it is
falsifiable’’ (1983, p. xix). Grodzinsky (in press) clearly recognized the importance of
this aspect of his thesis when discussing reports of nonconforming data about the com-
prehension patterns found among Broca’s aphasia: ‘‘[these] presumed inconsistencies
must be taken very seriously: an unstable syndrome . . . is the wrong object of inquiry;
likewise, a false hypothesis is, most likely, the wrong one to follow. It must be revised,
perhaps even abandoned, when confronted with data that cannot be accounted for.’’

Despite these assurances, Grodzinsky and his colleagues have not proved willing
to revise the hypothesis to accommodate the occurrence of nonconforming data. In the
face of well-established results indicating that Broca’s aphasics can exhibit several
different performance patterns on these sentence types, Grodzinsky, Piñango, Zurif,
and Drai (1999) argued that these conflicting results do not challenge the theory when
the data are analyzed appropriately. They carried out a creative statistical analysis
of the comprehension performance of published cases of Broca’s aphasia and con-
cluded that all of these cases are in agreement with the predicted pattern: chance on
passives and 100% correct on actives. Here we show that the statistical reasoning
adopted by Grodzinsky et al. (1999) is flawed. We also show that the comprehension
performance of a substantial number of the Broca’s aphasics in their own sample
does not conform to the pattern required. Rather, contrary to these authors’ claim,
Broca’s aphasia is not associated with a consistent pattern of sentence comprehension
performance, but allows for a number of distinct patterns in different patients.
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1. THE BACKGROUND

1.1 Early Evidence of Sentence Comprehension Deficits in Some Broca’s
Aphasics

Almost 25 years ago, Caramazza and Zurif (1976) challenged the view then preva-
lent that Broca’s aphasia is associated with ‘‘normal’’ comprehension. They found
that a group of Broca’s aphasics performed poorly in comprehending certain types
of sentences. They compared patients’ performance on sentences whose meaning
could be inferred from the meanings of the major lexical items alone (semantically
nonreversible sentences: ‘‘The apple that the boy is eating is red’’) and sentences
whose accurate interpretation depends on the correct analysis of their syntactic struc-
ture (semantically reversible sentences: ‘‘The boy that the girl is chasing is tall’’).
The Broca’s aphasics tested by Caramazza and Zurif performed quite well on the
semantically nonreversible sentences but very poorly on the semantically reversible
sentences. This pattern of performance has been referred to as ‘‘asyntactic compre-
hension.’’ The authors interpreted these results as indicating that Broca’s aphasia is
the result of damage to syntactic processing mechanisms that are used both in sen-
tence comprehension and in sentence production. On this view, the agrammatic pro-
duction of Broca’s aphasics necessarily co-occurs with asyntactic comprehension be-
cause the two deficits are the result of damage to common mechanisms that are used
in the two tasks.

Although various other investigations of the comprehension performance of Bro-
ca’s aphasics initially seemed to confirm a link between agrammatic production and
asyntactic comprehension (e.g., Caramazza, Berndt, Basili, & Koller, 1981; Heil-
man & Scholes, 1976; Schwartz, Saffran, & Marin, 1980), it soon became apparent
that the relationship did not hold for all agrammatic patients (see Berndt, 1991, for
review). In fact, a number of Broca patients were described with flawless sentence
comprehension on complex reversible sentences (e.g., Miceli, Mazzuchi, Menn, &
Goodglass, 1983; Kolk, VanGrunsven, & Keyser, 1985). These results undermine
the claim that Broca’s aphasics show a single pattern of impairment on these sen-
tences, and they support the conclusion that the underlying cause of agrammatic
production (as clinically defined) is not the same as the underlying cause of asyntactic
comprehension.1 The results also reveal that membership in clinical categories like
Broca’s aphasia does not uniquely determine the nature of the underlying deficit in
the patients included in those categories.2

1 Grodzinsky, Zurif, and Swinney (1985) acknowledged that the existence of these cases presents a
serious challenge to their claims about Broca’s aphasia. However, they pointed out that the performance
criteria used to categorize patients are ‘‘. . . too crude to insure comparability in patient selection . . .
in terms of principled cognitive distinctions.’’ It is not implausible to argue that putative cases of Broca’s
aphasia that do not show the predicted pattern of comprehension performance might have been miscate-
gorized as Broca’s aphasics and therefore would be irrelevant to issues about comprehension performance
in this type of aphasia. However, by adopting the ‘‘miscategorization argument,’’ Grodzinsky et al.
(1985) implicitly concede that clinical classification does not provide an adequate basis for the identifica-
tion of the functional lesions in a brain-damaged patient. Furthermore, if this argument were to have
any force it would have to be accompanied by explicit, independent criteria for distinguishing the ‘‘real’’
cases of Broca’s aphasia from superficially similar cases whose problematic performance could safely
be ignored. Otherwise we could always appeal to the ‘‘miscategorization argument’’ when confronted
with nonconforming data, thereby insulating the theory from falsification. We will return to this point
in the Discussion.

2 Grodzinsky et al. (1999) correctly point out that it has been argued that, since membership in a
clinical category does not provide an adequate basis for determining the functional lesion(s) in a patient,
the only valid method for investigating the nature of cognitive deficits is through single-patient analyses
(Caramazza, 1986). However, from this observation, they attribute to proponents of this position the
claim that ‘‘. . . linguistic behavior, once examined at a sufficient level of detail, reveals vast inter-



AGRAMMATIC BROCA’S APHASIA AND COMPREHENSION 161

Despite the evidence that there are a variety of comprehension patterns among
Broca’s aphasic patients, Grodzinsky and his collaborators (1986, 1990, in press;
Grodzinsky, Pearce, & Malakovitz, 1991) have continued to maintain that Broca’s
aphasia is associated with a single pattern of comprehension performance: chance
performance on sentences with noncanonical structure and normal performance on
sentences with canonical structure.3 We will refer to this pattern of performance as
‘‘agrammatic comprehension.’’

1.2 The ‘‘Same’’ Database but Opposite Conclusions

Berndt, Mitchum, and Haendiges (1996) and Grodzinsky et al. (1999) recently
carried out reviews of a large number of studies dealing with the comprehension of
active and passive voice sentences in Broca’s aphasia. The aim of these reviews was
to decide whether Broca’s aphasia is systematically associated with a specific pattern
of sentence comprehension impairment. The two reviews used a similar (and partially
overlapping) database but performed different analyses and reached different conclu-
sions. The database consists of the comprehension performance of Broca’s aphasics
in sentence/picture matching or verification tasks. Patients hear a sentence in the
active voice (‘‘the boy chases the dog’’) or in the passive voice (‘‘the dog is chased
by the boy’’) and must either choose between a correct depiction of the sentence and
a distracter picture showing a reversal of roles of the nouns in the sentence (a dog
chasing a boy) (Schwartz et al., 1980) or judge whether the meaning of the sentence
is accurately portrayed by a single picture.

In an analysis of the individual performance of 42 Broca’s aphasics, Berndt et al.
(1996) found that a number of different patterns were exhibited. Using a similar
database of published studies, Grodzinsky et al. (1999) claimed that only one pattern
of comprehension performance was consistently observed: chance performance on
passives and flawless performance on actives. How is it possible for two analyses
of essentially the same data to reach such discrepant conclusions about the nature
of the comprehension performance in Broca’s aphasics? Are our methods of analysis
so flexible that they allow us to legitimately reach diametrically opposed conclusions?
Or is one of the two methods of analysis flawed and only one of the two conclusions
correct? Let us consider in more detail the analyses carried out in these two studies.

Berndt et al. (1996) used the following criteria in selecting studies for inclusion
in their review: (1) the patients were described in the studies as nonfluent agrammatic
aphasics (i.e., Broca’s aphasics); (2) active and passive voice sentences were tested;
and (3) a sentence/picture matching or verification paradigm was used in which the
probability of performing correctly by chance was .50. Fifteen studies met these crite-

patient variation that defies generalization, or inference to a theory’’ (p. 135). This attribution is incorrect,
and is essentially the opposite of what has actually been claimed. Proponents of single-patient studies
have argued that the detailed analysis of individual patients’ performance is necessary to constrain
hypotheses about functional relationships among symptoms. Although comparison of symptom patterns
in different patients may be very useful, the variability across patients in the same clinical category is
irrelevant.

3 Grodzinsky et al. (1999) contrast this claim of a unique pattern of comprehension failure in Broca’s
aphasia with the view that ‘‘. . . the comprehension of actives and passives in agrammatic Broca’s
aphasics varies randomly across patients’’ (p. 135; emphasis added). They attribute the latter position
to those researchers who have argued that functional lesions cannot be inferred reliably on the basis of
clinical categories. To our knowledge, such a claim has not been made. Rejection of the claim that
‘‘Broca’s aphasia is associated with a unique pattern of comprehension failure’’ does not imply that
comprehension of actives and passives should vary randomly. The pattern of comprehension performance
in an individual Broca’s aphasic will depend on the specific cognitive mechanisms that are damaged in
that patient. This claim is silent on the distribution of comprehension patterns across such patients.
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ria. The comprehension performance of each of the 42 patients from these studies
was analyzed individually. A Binomial Test was used to determine for each patient
whether his/her performance on active and passive sentences differed from what
would be expected by chance. They found that only about one third of the patients
demonstrated the comprehension profile predicted by Grodzinsky and his collabora-
tors. The remaining two thirds of the cases were approximately equally divided be-
tween patients who were impaired in comprehending both active and passive sen-
tences and those who performed well on both sentence types. These authors argued,
therefore, that the claim that Broca’s aphasia is associated with a consistent pattern
of comprehension performance is empirically unfounded.

Grodzinsky et al. (1999) criticized Berndt et al.’s review on methodological and
statistical grounds. Their principal criticism focused on the review’s failure to com-
bine the data from the individual patients and to carry out an analysis of the group
data. They contend that since Berndt et al. reported analyses of the performance of
individual patients, no meaningful conclusion could be drawn. The basis for this
contention is their claim that when a hypothesis predicts chance level outcomes, only
the performance of groups of patients can provide a fair test of the hypothesis.

Grodzinsky et al. (1999) also criticized Berndt et al.’s review on three specific
points. First, they argued that the patient selection used by Berndt et al. did not match
the standard criteria for classifying Broca’s aphasics (see Berndt & Caramazza, 1999,
and section 3 for a discussion of this issue). However, as will be demonstrated later,
similar results and conclusions are obtained if one uses the classification criteria and
the data from the Broca’s aphasics in Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) review. Second,
they argued that all patients were inappropriately given the same weight, so that
patients who were tested with only 8 sentences were considered to be as representa-
tive of the putative comprehension deficit in Broca’s aphasia as patients who were
tested with 48 sentences.4 The objection here concerns the number of trials and the
reliability of data obtained in experiments that use small numbers of sentences. We
will deal with this issue in some detail below, since it is obviously of crucial impor-
tance in evaluating the results obtained in single-patient studies. However, concerning
the Berndt et al. analysis, this objection is not valid because those authors used a
binomial test to investigate each individual patient’s performance. A key feature of
the binomial test is that it takes sample size into account. The probability of rejecting
the chance hypothesis is a function of the number of sentences included in the task.
The binomial test allows us to determine (probabilistically) whether the score ob-
tained with a given number of sentences belongs or does not belong to the chance
distribution.5 Once this probability has been determined for each patient’s score, then
the probabilities for all patients will have the same weight. The last criticism con-
cerned the fact that different independent testing sessions with the same patient were
presented (and counted) separately. The separate presentation of data from the same
patient across different testing sessions (and often across many years) indicated the
stability of the patterns exhibited. Beyond this, however, this methodological decision

4 Surprisingly, a few lines after commenting on the importance of sample size (p. 139, footnote 3),
Grodzinsky et al. (1999) provide a figure displaying the distribution of patient performances on active
and passive sentences in which each patient is given the same weight, in violation of their earlier warning
(p. 140, Fig. 1). Similarly, later in the text, they demonstrate numerically that mean performance on
passives and actives is significantly different (using a t test) with a type of test that assumes that the
patients contributing to the passive and active distributions have exactly the same weight (p. 140).

5 Although the binomial test takes into consideration sample size, it is obvious that studies based on
large samples provide more reliable evidence of a patient’s true performance. The binomial test is simply
a way to treat properly the available data given the variations in sample sizes.
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had no implications for the analyses conducted, since the data were not combined
for analysis. Moreover, we will demonstrate that this aspect of Berndt et al.’s analysis
does not change the results obtained in their study.6

Grodzinsky et al. (1999) adopted a very different approach in the analysis of pa-
tients’ performance. As already noted, they argue that only the performance of groups
of patients can provide a test of their claim that Broca’s aphasia is systematically
associated with a specific pattern of comprehension failure. On this view, finding (one
or many) individual patients whose comprehension performance does not conform to
the expected pattern—say near-perfect comprehension of passives—does not falsify
their claim. Grodzinsky et al. (1999) argue that we cannot know with confidence
whether these patients are performing at chance. This is because statistical variation
allows the existence of such cases even if their ‘‘true’’ performance with passives
is at chance level. If we assume a chance process for comprehension of passive sen-
tences, it is indeed statistically possible that some patients would obtain flawless
performance in a test session even though they are truly impaired in sentence compre-
hension.7 Based on this reasoning, Grodzinsky et al. (1999) go on to argue that the
score of an individual patient is therefore meaningless if it is not combined with the
performance of other patients.

Grodzinsky et al. (1999) carried out two types of analyses on the comprehension
performance of 42 patients who met their criteria for classification as Broca’s apha-
sics: (1) an analysis of the average performance across sentence types and (2) an
analysis of the distribution of correct performance for different sentence types. The
first analysis involved the use of traditional inferential statistical tests (χ2 and t tests).
These are straightforward analyses even though, as noted above, all patients were
inappropriately given the same weight (see footnote 4). The percentage of correct
responses was used in these analyses, neglecting the heterogeneity of sample sizes.
Using χ2 tests, Grodzinsky et al. (1999) assessed whether the average performance
for active sentences and the average performance for passive sentences were different
from chance. The results of these tests showed that the mean performance on active
sentences (86% correct) was significantly different from chance, but that the average
performance on passive sentences (55.3% correct) did not differ from chance.8 Fur-
thermore, the mean correct performance on passives was significantly different (by
repeated measures t test) from the mean correct performance on actives. Assuming
that an appropriate calculation weighting the contribution of each subject by the sam-
ple size would lead to the same results, such tests tell us only that there is a general
tendency for Broca’s aphasics to perform poorly with passive sentences. We cannot
conclude from this that there is a systematic link between this clinical syndrome and

6 In fact, this is relatively easy to calculate from the data presented in that study, since all of the
patients with repeated testing were clearly marked in the Appendix. If each patient is counted only once
(and the total number of correct responses across all trials is submitted to the Binomial Test), the results
for the 42 patients differ little from those presented by Berndt et al. for 64 data samples: 16 patients
show better than chance performance on both structures; 10 patients show chance performance on both
structures; and 16 patients show the pattern predicted by Grodzinsky et al. (p , .05, one tailed).

7 Of course, the probability of such events varies as a function of the number of observations we make
(sample size). This issue is discussed in detail below. We will show that even though Grodzinsky et
al.’s (1999) reasoning about possible outcomes is unimpeacheable, it is the probability of the outcome
that is the relevant measure of the validity of a theoretical claim.

8 As far as we can determine, Grodzinsky et al. (1999) performed a χ2 test using the average percentage
correct on a 1 3 2 contingency table, with an expected value of 50% for both the observed average correct
performance and (1 2 average correct) performance. However, the use of a χ2 test is not appropriate in
this context. This test cannot be used because the mean of a set of percentages (each with a different
N) is not a frequency.
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a deficit in sentence comprehension. Indeed, as will be shown later, some patients
‘‘hidden in the mean’’ do not show the comprehension pattern claimed by Grod-
zinsky.

In the second analysis, Grodzinsky et al. (1999) considered the distribution of
patient scores in evaluating their hypothesis. They compared the distribution of the
passive scores obtained by the patients in their sample to a binomial-like distribution
generated by a computer simulation. The two distributions looked similar (e.g., they
are described as ‘‘virtually identical’’ in the paper’s abstract), and Grodzinsky et al.
(1999) concluded that this similarity indicates that Broca’s aphasics’ comprehension
of the passive is at chance. However, from this analysis, all we can learn is that the
distribution of comprehension scores on passives obtained by a group of Broca’s
aphasics is grossly ‘‘similar’’ to an artificial and heterogeneous binomial-like distri-
bution. The analysis is silent on whether there are patients in the group whose compre-
hension performance is not at chance.

In the next section, we provide a general demonstration that by analyzing the per-
formance of individual patients with the proper tests, we can reject with a high level
of confidence Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) claim that Broca’s aphasics systematically
perform at chance on passive sentences. We first show that the chance performance
hypothesis can be tested (and in this case rejected) very easily by conducting simple
binomial tests. We also illustrate the well-known fact that the power of this test
strongly depends on the number of trials included in the task. If a sufficient number
of trials is used, then the probability that a patient with a good score on that task
belongs to the chance distribution is very low. In light of these elementary statistical
facts, we show that the performance of individual Broca’s aphasics can be used to
test the hypothesis that these patients’ comprehension of passives is at chance. We
then critically evaluate the analyses used by Grodzinsky et al. (1999) to demonstrate
that the performance of the Broca’s aphasics included in the review shows that their
comprehension of passives is at chance. We show that the analysis of distributions
of scores carried out by Grodzinsky et al. (1999) is statistically flawed. We then show
that although their group-mean analyses could have been consistent with their claims
had they been carried out appropriately, they would also have been consistent with
many very different claims about the nature of comprehension impairment in Broca’s
aphasia. We consider here two of these alternative claims and demonstrate the theo-
retical weaknesses and limits of such broad group analyses.

2. CHOOSING THE PROPER TEST

2.1 Testing the Chance Performance Hypothesis with the Binomial Test

How can we test Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis that Broca’s aphasics are
systematically at chance in comprehending passive sentences? If patients effectively
respond at chance, then each patient can be thought of as flipping a coin and using
it as a guide for responding. In this situation, the expectation is that in the long run
we would get about 50% heads and 50% tails. However, for any finite number (N)
of coin tosses the actual number of heads and tails is unlikely to result in exactly
N/2 heads and N/2 tails. The ratio of heads to tails can vary considerably. The actual
values for any finite series will be distributed binomially with a mean of about .50.
So, for example, if we were to flip a coin 10 times we might get 8 heads and 2 tails.
If we were to do it again, we might get 4 heads and 6 tails, or 5 heads and 5 tails,
or 3 heads and 7 tails, and so on. If we kept doing this for many many trials, we
would end up with a distribution of heads and tails that approximates the binomial
distribution. Figure 1 shows the (theoretical) binomial distribution of heads or tails
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FIG. 1. Binomial distribution for N 5 10 coin tosses (bin size, 10%).

for 10 coin tosses. As can be seen from the figure, the distribution is symmetric, with
a peak at .50. Furthermore, it is quite apparent that the distribution is rather broad,
covering a large range of ratios of heads to tails. This indicates that by flipping a
coin 10 times we could get as many as 10 heads by chance, even though this is a
rather unlikely event. In fact, obtaining by chance a score of N heads of N coin tosses
occurs once every 2N trials. In this particular case, 10 heads of 10 coin tosses occurs
by chance one time every 1024 trials; the probability of this event is 21/10 5 .00098
(i.e., very low). Although possible, this event is very unlikely and as we increase the
number of coin tosses, the probability of obtaining by chance N heads of N coin
tosses decreases drastically. For N 5 20 coin tosses, obtaining by chance 20 heads
occurs once every 1,048,576 trials. From this simple numerical example, we can
clearly see that the probability of a particular outcome is strongly dependent on the
sample size, and we can use this fact to test the hypothesis that some observed event
is the result of a chance process.

Similarly, if we consider now a patient score of 80% correct we can calculate the
probability that this event occurred by chance if we know the number of trials sam-
pled. In the case of a 10-trial test, the probability of obtaining by chance at least 8
heads (shaded area in Fig. 1) is .0547. It is therefore true, as Grodzinsky et al. (1999)
correctly noted, that if we consider an 80% level of performance for a patient tested
on a 10-item comprehension test we could not decide conclusively that this patient’s
comprehension of passives is different from chance level. Indeed, there is approxi-
mately a 6% probability that the patient’s performance is at chance. From this obser-
vation Grodzinsky et al. go on to draw the conclusion that therefore one cannot use
the results of single-patient analyses to test their theory of language processing in
Broca’s aphasia:

. . . Guessing behavior, which results in ‘‘chance’’ performance, cannot, and should not, be 50%
correct per subject. Rather, it should be binomially distributed around the mean of 50% correct
level. We can now see why results from multiple subjects are so important in this context: in such
a response-type, each subject flips a coin and uses it for responding to each experimental question.
A single subject, then, cannot be used to discern the pattern, if there are experimental conditions
that might result in chance performance. This is so because the score of this particular subject
may be located anywhere on a binomial curve. (p. 137)

This logic is flawed and appears to confuse the N of subjects with the N of trials.
It is true that, for tests with a small N of trials, the score of a particular patient may
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FIG. 2. Binomial distributions for N 5 20, 40, 60, and 100 coin tosses (bin size, 5%).

be located anywhere on a binomial curve with a fairly reasonable probability. This
is true even for extreme scores, therefore rendering uninterpretable any testing done
with small numbers of trials. However, for cases with a large numbers of trials, the
probability of obtaining by chance an event such as an 80% correct score can be so
low that it would be absurd to maintain the chance hypothesis. To illustrate this
critical point, let us consider the binomial distributions obtained for different sample
sizes displayed in Fig. 2. These distributions show the probability of obtaining a
score by chance for different numbers of coin tosses. As can be seen, the larger the
number of trials, the thinner the distribution and the smaller the probability of ob-
taining by chance an 80% score (represented by the dashed line in Fig. 2). For exam-
ple, we can be very confident (p , .0001) that a patient categorized as a Broca’s
aphasic who obtains a score of 80% correct on passives on a 40-item test did not
perform at chance level. We would have even greater confidence in drawing such a
conclusion from an 80% correct score if the test had included 60 or 100 items. Fur-
thermore, if such a pattern of performance is observed across a number of different
Broca’s aphasics, we would have even greater confidence that Grodzinsky et al.’s
(1999) claim about the comprehension performance in such patients is false. We will
show in section 3 that such patients exist and that they were included in Grodzinsky
et al.’s (1999) own review.

These simple numerical and graphical examples illustrate how the binomial test
provides a straightforward and unequivocal tool for evaluating the chance hypothesis.
On the basis of individual patient scores (taking into account the percentage of correct
responses and the sample size for each patient), one can confidently classify each
patient’s data (to whatever level of confidence is desired) as belonging or not belong-
ing to the chance distribution.9 Clearly and obviously, increasing the number of trials

9 This exercise has attempted to clarify the distinction between uncertainty and probability. Grodzinsky
et al. (1999) claim that the uncertainty associated with the scores obtained by individual patients ‘‘. . .
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increases the robustness of the results and provides stronger empirical data for evalu-
ating theories of language processing.

2.2 Comparing Distributions

In the preceding section we discussed a simple but efficient method for testing
Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) claim of a systematic link between Broca’s aphasia and
sentence comprehension. With this method we can falsify their claim if there exist
patients classified as Broca’s aphasics whose comprehension of passives is not at
chance level. Grodzinsky et al. (1999) did not use the binomial test with individual
patients to evaluate their hypothesis. Instead they carried out a patient group analysis
that involved the comparison of two distributions. They reasoned that if their hypothe-
sis were correct, passive scores should be distributed binomially (since patients are
guessing the correct response). However, since the number of trials in the comprehen-
sion tasks used in the different studies are not equal, it is not possible to carry out
a straightforward comparison between the distribution of scores obtained by the
group of patients and the binomial distribution. Given Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999)
assumption that correct performance is generated by a random process, the less likely
events should be located in the tails of the distribution, and the more likely events
should be closer to the expected value of 0.50. But this is not necessarily true for a
distribution of cases with unequal Ns. This is because a single event located in the
tail could be better accommodated by the chance hypothesis than a more central one
if the score in the tails derives from a small number of trials and the central score
from a large number of trials. To circumvent this problem, Grodzinsky et al. (1999)
compared the distribution of the passive scores obtained by the patients in their sam-
ple with a computer simulation designed to generate a binomial-like distribution for
the particular group of patients included in the study. For each patient, a simulated
patient was generated by flipping a coin as many times as that patient’s sample size.
They then plotted the distribution of scores obtained by the real and the simulated
patients and concluded:

. . . The similarity between the data and the simulation is striking. They are both symmetric with
a mean around 50%, and they are unimodal. Most crucially, they are both open to an almost
identical extent, that is, the range of possible performances is as broad in both graphs.

Concluding, then, chance performance is equivalent to flipping a coin; a model of the distribution
of coin tosses (corrected as our particular case requires) is similar to the actual data from passive;
individual variation, thus, is a reflection of this distribution. Broca’s aphasics, we can safely con-
clude, perform at chance levels on comprehension tasks of the passive construction. (pp. 141–
142)

The ‘‘striking similarity’’ referred to is shown in Fig. 3 (Fig. 2 in the original
Grodzinsky et al., 1999). Grodzinsky et al. (1999) used the well-known ‘‘eyeball’’
criterion to evaluate the match between the observed and the simulated distribution
of scores and concluded that the results passed this test. However, note that Fig. 3

casts doubts on claims that in Broca’s aphasia, the speech production deficit may manifest without an
accompanying comprehension problem. That is, cases in which a comprehension problem in passive
and object relative and cleft seems absent, may be mere distributional artifacts: the patients may have
performed at chance, yet their scores happened to be on the higher end of the distribution’’ (p. 143).
This statement describes uncertainty, not probability. Although we can never be certain that a Broca’s
aphasic who scores 100% on passives on a comprehension test with 100 trials did not obtain that score
by chance, we can be certain that such a chance event will occur approximately only once every 2100

tests. For most of us this is certainty enough that the patient does not have a comprehension problem.
And even if we reduce the number of trials to 20, getting all 20 correct happens by chance only once
every 1,048,576 tests. Again, most us would have serious reservations about dismissing such an outcome
as a ‘‘mere distributional artifact.’’ This is the essence of statistical testing.
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FIG. 3. Comparison between the passive comprehension data (dashed) and the simulation of Grod-
zinsky et al. (1999).

shows that in the range from 70 to 100% correct, the observed data include more
subjects than the simulated ones and that in the central region real observations are
underrepresented compared to the simulation. One needs to evaluate whether these
are significant discrepancies by methods other than the eyeball criterion. But even
if one were to carry out a more objective test of the observed and simulated distribu-
tions, it is not obvious that such a comparison would be meaningful. Given the proper-
ties of the binomial distribution, it is very likely that in the simulated distribution
the tails mostly include ‘‘subjects’’ with small numbers of trials. However, we don’t
know whether the tails of the observed distribution also include subjects with small
numbers of trials. This crucial information is discarded by Grodzinsky et al. (1999)
in their analysis of the two distributions. The contribution to the overall distribution
of individual patient data based on various numbers of trials (and therefore more or
less probably due to chance) does not play a role in their analysis.

The flaw in this approach to comparing distributions can be easily appreciated by
considering two patients who obtain the same score on passive sentences: say 80%
correct. Whether a score of 80% is consistent with Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypoth-
esis depends on the number of trials used in the test administered to the patients. If
a test used only 10 sentences, we would not be able to confidently reject the null
hypothesis that a score of 80% belongs to the chance distribution (cf. Fig. 1). How-
ever, the same score on a 40-item test allows us to confidently (p , .0001) reject
the null hypothesis (cf. Fig. 2). Thus two patients with the same score but different
numbers of trials would have drastically different implications for Grodzinsky et al.’s
(1999) hypothesis. It should be clear from this example that without information
about the number of test items associated with the comprehension score obtained by
a patient, the analysis of the distribution of such scores is uninterpretable. This is
because we don’t know whether a score in the distribution (say 90% correct) comes
from a patient who was tested with only a few (N 5 6) or with many (N 5 40)
sentences. In the former case, the score could not be used to reject the hypothesis
of chance performance; in the latter case, we would be quite certain that the score
does not come from a chance distribution. Thus the same score (or same point on
the composite distribution) can have opposite meanings. The comparison of group
distributions carried out by Grodzinsky et al. (1999) effectively masks the evidence
that could be used to disconfirm their hypothesis; thus, it is not a valid test.



AGRAMMATIC BROCA’S APHASIA AND COMPREHENSION 169

2.3 The Limits of Group Mean Analysis

As already noted, Grodzinsky et al. (1999) opted not to provide strong tests (pa-
tient-by-patient analyses) of their hypothesis but instead chose only to determine
whether patients’ performance as a group could be considered consistent with their
claim.10 The problem with this approach is that the analyses are too weak to be useful,
even had they been applied properly. The analysis of group means is not the correct
test for Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis. Their hypothesis claims that agram-
matic production is necessarily associated with agrammatic comprehension. This hy-
pothesis can be tested only by assessing whether each patient who is categorized as
an agrammatic Broca’s aphasic also presents with agrammatic comprehension. We
can better appreciate this point by considering two numerical examples.

2.3.1 The broad group mean approach. Consider first the following alternative
hypothesis about the distribution of patterns of comprehension performance in Bro-
ca’s aphasics: Comprehension performance in Broca’s aphasia is more severely dis-
rupted for passive than for active sentences.11 The mechanisms responsible for this
outcome could be the following. Let us suppose that damage to the brain regions
that results in agrammatic production also frequently and to varying extents affects
independent mechanisms that are involved in comprehension. Furthermore, suppose
that comprehension of passives is generally harder than that of actives (even for
neurologically intact subjects), perhaps because passives occur less frequently in the
language.12 Given these assumptions we would expect that the mean correct perfor-
mance for passive sentences for a group of Broca’s aphasics would be significantly
worse than that for active sentences. However, performance for passive sentences
need not be at chance level, although it could be. The exact level of performance
would vary as a function of severity (and the particular strategies adopted by individ-
ual patients in the face of their deficit). The following numerical example illustrates
one possible outcome.

To simplify, suppose that the 42 patients in the group analyzed by Grodzinsky et
al. (1999) really consist of two subgroups, G1 and G2, with G1 being the more
severely impaired subgroup. The nature of the damage in G1 is such that the mean
performance of the subgroup is 40% on passive sentences and 80% on active sen-
tences. However, individual scores are not exactly 40% and 80% correct, but are
quasi-normally distributed around those means. The damage in G2 is such that the
mean correct performance on passives and actives is 60 and 95%, respectively, with
the same distributional constraints as the other subgroup. Table 1 presents the scores
of 42 fictitious Broca’s aphasics, and the distributions of these patients’ scores for
actives and passives are shown in Fig. 4. The mean correct performance for passives

10 In a more extreme statement that appears to further insulate their theory from falsification, Grodzin-
sky et al. (1999) assert that their analyses and conclusions ‘‘. . . weaken the diagnostic value of the
active–passive comprehension contrast—it can be used just for a positive, yet not for a negative diagnosis
of an individual as a Broca’s aphasic, even though it is part and parcel of the overall behavior of the
group. That is to say, if a patient performs at chance on passive and object relative clauses, and above
chance on actives and subject relatives, we can use these scores for a positive diagnosis; yet the opposite
is not true: the diagnosis is not ruled out by other results’’ (p. 143). Thus, if the results favor the theory,
they are taken as support for the theory; if the results do not favor the theory, they can be ignored. This
logic precludes the falsification, and therefore the fair testing, of the theory.

11 Note that the examples developed here are intended only to illustrate why analyses of group means
do not provide the correct test of Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis. They are not intended as substan-
tive claims about the nature of the mechanisms responsible for comprehension performance in Broca’s
aphasics.

12 Alternatively, it could be assumed that brain damage affects more severely the processing of gram-
matical morphemes, making it harder to understand passives.
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TABLE 1
Scores of 42 Fictitious Broca’s Aphasics, 21

Belonging to Group 1 (Being the More Severely
Impaired Subgroup) and 21 to Group 2

Group 1 Group 2
Patient
no. Actives Passives Actives Passives

1 80 30 90 90
2 100 40 90 40
3 60 50 100 50
4 80 60 80 80
5 100 50 100 70
6 50 20 100 30
7 70 40 100 60
8 70 40 90 70
9 90 30 90 40

10 100 30 100 80
11 80 20 100 60
12 70 20 100 60
13 60 50 100 50
14 80 40 100 50
15 80 50 90 70
16 70 60 100 50
17 70 40 90 40
18 90 30 90 80
19 90 30 100 60
20 90 40 100 60
21 80 70 80 70

Mean 79 40 95 60

for the whole group is 52.4 (median 5 50, mode 5 40); the mean correct performance
for actives is 86.9 (median 5 90, mode 5 100). The distributions of scores on pas-
sives and actives are therefore similar to those obtained by Grodzinsky et al. (1999).
As is immediately apparent, we have exactly replicated the group results of Grodzin-
sky et al. (1999) with a drastically different hypothesis about the nature of the under-
lying deficit in Broca’s aphasia. In other words, we have two very different hypothe-
ses about the nature of the underlying deficit(s) in Broca’s aphasia—Grodzinsky et
al.’s (1999) and the ‘‘severity hypothesis’’—and they are equally consistent with the
results reviewed by Grodzinsky et al. (1999)13 when only group mean analyses are
performed on those results. This example illustrates that the analysis of group means
does not provide the appropriate test of Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis.

We did not need to resort to a contrived numerical example to illustrate the inade-
quacy of group mean analyses to test Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis (although
the merit of that example is that it shows clearly the locus of the weakness in that
analysis). We can use the actual data reported by Grodzinsky et al. (1999) to make
much the same point, albeit with the important caveat that the interpretation of the
distribution of patients’ scores is not meaningful without information about the num-
ber of test trials used with each patient. Therefore, the analysis presented here is
offered only as a general illustration of the limitations of the group mean approach

13 An important caveat is in order here. The ‘‘severity’’ hypothesis predicts that there should be a
correlation between active and passive scores. The point here is not to promote the ‘‘severity’’ hypothesis
(which is false in any case) but simply to illustrate the inadequacy of the group mean analyses carried
out by Grodzinsky et al. (1999).
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FIG. 4. Number of patients vs. performance level in actives (full line) and passives (dashed); top
left panel shows the distributions for group 1; top right panel shows the distributions for group 2; middle
panel shows the distributions for groups 1 1 2; bottom panel shows the distributions of Grodzinsky et
al. (1999).

to test Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis, even if the appropriate information had
been available.

Table 2 presents a reorganization of the 42 Broca’s aphasics from Grodzinsky et
al.’s (1999) review into two subgroups. One subgroup has a mean correct comprehen-
sion performance of 74 and 48% on actives and passives, respectively; the other
subgroup’s performance on these two sentence types is 96 and 63%, respectively.
The distributions of these patients’ scores on active and passive sentences are shown
in Fig. 5. As is immediately apparent by comparing the obtained distributions with
those shown in Fig. 4, they are very similar. In other words, the data reported by
Grodzinsky et al. (1999) are consistent with the ‘‘severity hypothesis’’ of agrammatic
comprehension when only group mean analyses are performed on those results. This
example illustrates that the analysis of group means does not provide an unambiguous
test of Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis.
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TABLE 2
Reorganization into Two Separate Groups of the
Patients Included in Grodzinsky et al.’s Review

Group 1 Group 2
Patient
no. Actives Passives Actives Passives

1 50 54 86 64
2 52.6 56 86.8 59.75
3 67 33 88 63
4 67 33 90 40
5 67 35.5 90 45
6 67 54 90 50
7 67 71 92 95
8 70 70 96 42
9 71 29 96.5 76

10 71 29 100 29
11 79 33 100 40
12 79 42 100 50
13 79 71 100 50
14 80 40 100 55
15 80 50 100 66
16 83 17 100 67
17 83 50 100 67
18 83 57.5 100 72.38
19 83 67 100 90.5
20 85 35 100 100
21 85 73.25 100 100

Mean 73.7 47.6 96.0 62.9

Note. Group 1 has the more severely impaired pa-
tients.

2.3.2 Patients ‘‘hidden in the mean.’’ The other example we will consider re-
veals even more serious problems with the use of group averages to test Grodzinsky
et al.’s (1999) hypothesis. Let us suppose for the sake of argument that when a Bro-
ca’s aphasic is impaired in sentence comprehension the form of the impairment will
be exactly as claimed by Grodzinsky et al. (1999)—that is, chance on passives and
normal on actives. But let us also further assume, contrary to Grodzinsky et al.’s
(1999) hypothesis, that not all Broca’s aphasics show the impairment in comprehen-
sion. This situation might arise, for example, if the brain region implicated in Broca’s
aphasia is immediately adjacent to a region of the brain that is necessary for normal
sentence comprehension. Given the vagaries of brain damage, these two regions
would tend to be damaged together very frequently—say about 90% of the time.
Note that this hypothesis is drastically different from Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999). The
claim here is that agrammatic production and comprehension tend to co-occur simply
because of the neural proximity of the mechanisms whose damage is responsible for
the two forms of impairment. Note, however, that the two impairments are function-
ally independent. On this hypothesis, the presence of agrammatic production in a
patient can serve as an excellent clue as to whether the patient will show agrammatic
comprehension, but it does not determine its presence. We cannot use mean patient-
group performance to distinguish the latter hypothesis from Grodzinsky et al.’s
(1999) hypothesis of a necessary co-occurrence of the two symptoms. A numerical
example will further illustrate this point.

Suppose that 4 of the 42 patients tested by Grodzinsky et al. (1999) do not show
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FIG. 5. Number of patients vs. performance level in actives (full line) and passives (dashed) for
two groups of patients (groups 1 and 2, respectively, top and bottom) from Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999)
set of patients.

the predicted association between agrammatic production and comprehension. Sup-
pose also that the remaining 38 patients perform exactly as predicted by Grodzinsky
et al. (1999). Table 3 shows the performance of this hypothetical set of patients. The
mean correct performance of this group on passives is 54.8 and 100 on actives.
Clearly, the group performance is again consistent with Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999)
claim, even while the performance of 4 patients is clearly inconsistent with the claim.
The present extreme numerical example demonstrates that by considering the group
mean or the group distribution, the performance of patients that might be crucial for
our understanding of human language/brain relationships are just ‘‘lost in the mean.’’
There were such patients in Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) sample and they are detectable
by inspection of the right tail of the distribution of passive scores (see their Fig. 1),
but they were simply ignored. Finally, the alternative hypothesis we have developed
is not distinguishable from Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) by means of the tests they
used. That is, the group mean tests are fully compatible with the hypothesis that
agrammatic production is not necessarily associated with agrammatic comprehen-
sion, and therefore the results of these tests do not constitute support for Grodzinsky
et al.’s (1999) theory.

2.4 Summing Up

On the basis of their patient-group analyses, Grodzinsky et al. (1999) drew strong
conclusions about Broca’s aphasia and about methodology in cognitive neuropsy-
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TABLE 3
A Hypothetical Set of 42 Patients, 38

of Them Performing at Chance (50%)
on Passives and Perfectly on Actives
(100%) and 4 Performing Perfectly on
Both Passives and Actives (i.e., Patients
39 to 42)

Patient
no. Passives Actives

1 50 100
2 50 100

— 50 100
— 50 100
38 50 100
39 100 100
40 100 100
41 100 100
42 100 100

Mean 54.8 100

chology. We have seen that the group analyses carried out by Grodzinsky et al. (1999)
are either flawed (the distribution comparison) or flawed and inappropriate for testing
their theory (the group mean tests). Therefore these analyses cannot be used to sup-
port either their substantive claims about language processing and the brain or their
methodological prescriptions for cognitive neuropsychology. What, then, is the status
of Grodzinsky’s hypothesis about the comprehension performance of patients clini-
cally classified as Broca’s aphasics? Do the available data, when analyzed appropri-
ately, lend support to the hypothesis? We turn next to this issue. To anticipate our
conclusion, we show that published results are clearly inconsistent with the hypothe-
sis and that this conclusion could have been reached by Grodzinsky et al. (1999) had
they analyzed their results correctly.

3. A FURTHER TEST OF THE HYPOTHESES

Grodzinsky et al. (1999) formulate two clear and testable research hypotheses
about Broca’s aphasia: (i) Broca’s aphasics have no difficulty understanding active
sentences and (ii) Broca’s aphasics perform at chance level with passive construc-
tions. Although Grodzinsky et al. (1999) focused primarily on the latter hypothesis,
here we will consider both. Hypothesis (ii) can be tested by determining whether the
percentage correct on passive comprehension in a forced choice paradigm can be
described by a binomial distribution with a mean corresponding to chance level per-
formance. This is the statistical hypothesis that Grodzinsky et al. (1999) attempted
to test in their study. In this section, we test both this hypothesis and several other
statistical hypotheses that can be derived from Grodzinsky et al.’s substantive claims
about comprehension performance in Broca’s aphasia.

3.1 Data Samples

Two partially overlapping samples of data were selected for analysis. For the rea-
sons set forth in the sections above, any statistical test of Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999)
hypothesis concerning the Broca population must incorporate information about the
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number of trials (N) given to each patient. We intended to analyze Grodzinsky et
al.’s (1999) data from the 42 patients included in their analysis, but it was not possible
to determine the N of trials administered for 9 patients included in their sample,
because the original study was unpublished, the patients were not individually identi-
fied in the original study, or the number of trials was not included in the original
study. We also excluded data from 7 patients tested by Hagiwara (1993), where the
number of trials (six) was too small for meaningful analysis. Data from the remaining
26 patients included in Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) analysis constitute our Sample 1
(S1).

A second sample of patient data (S2) was analyzed to increase the number of
patients included and to assure that the sample was entirely unbiased with regard to
the hypothesis at issue. As noted elsewhere (Berndt & Caramazza, 1999), 22 of the
patients in Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) sample were chosen for study in the original
papers because they showed the expected pattern of active/passive performance.14

Clearly, these patients were not selected independently and should be excluded from
any analysis that attempts to test, rather than simply to reiterate, the theory’s predic-
tions. When these data are excluded (some of which had already been excluded from
S1 for the reasons stated above), there were 16 patients from Grodzinsky et al. (1999)
that could be included in the unbiased S2. To this group we added data from 16
patients that were included in Berndt et al.’s (1996) analysis. These data were ex-
cluded from Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) study presumably because they were not
‘‘true’’ Broca’s aphasics. We scrutinized the patient descriptions from the studies
included in Berndt et al. and concluded that 3 patients from that original sample
demonstrated a comprehension profile for single words that may have excluded them
from the Broca category. The remaining 16 Berndt et al. patients excluded from
Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) analysis are described in enough detail that it is quite clear
that they conform to the clinical profile of Broca’s aphasia. Thus, data from these
16 patients were included in S2. In addition, data from 4 new patients described by
Berndt, Mitchum, and Wayland (1997) and 13 patients studied by Benedet, Christian-
sen, and Goodglass (1998) were included in S2, producing a total of 49 Broca’s
aphasics for that sample. The patients in this sample were selected for study on the
basis of their sentence production performance and single word comprehension, i.e.,
not on the basis of their sentence comprehension.

14 We base this assertion on the following statements from the ‘‘Subjects’’ sections of the cited papers:
‘‘[patients] had to show intact comprehension of SVO active sentences (above-chance performance) and
impaired comprehension of SV verbal passive sentences (at-chance performance)’’ (Beretta, Harford,
Patterson, & Pinango, 1996, p. 739); ‘‘Among 70 patients who were tested, 10 patients of Broca’s type
were selected on the basis of: . . . (b) demonstrating above-chance performance on actives and at-chance
level performance on direct passives’’ (Hagiwara, 1993, p. 327); ‘‘All [patients] demonstrated agram-
matism, both in production and comprehension’’ (Grodzinsky, 1995, p. 489); ‘‘in order to satisfy the
precondition for inclusion in the experiment, patients had to have a testing history of performing well
(i.e., above chance) on the tasks involving the interpretation of active sentences and performing poorly
(i.e., at chance) on verbal passives’’ (Grodzinsky et al., 1991, p. 437). Hickok and Avrutin (1995) do
not explicitly state that their two patients were preselected for study; however, these patients were tested
in a series of earlier studies of ‘‘agrammatic’’ comprehension in which the comprehension pattern at
issue was clearly determined prior to inclusion for experimental testing (e.g., patient RD: ‘‘On a pretest
administered in 1991 he performed at 100% in the comprehension of semantically reversible active voice
sentences and at chance in the comprehension of semantically reversible passive voice sentences (Hickok,
Zurif, & Canseco-Gonzalez, 1993, p. 376; see also Zurif, Swinney, Prather, Solomon, & Bushell, 1993,
p. 454); Patient FC: ‘‘On our comprehension test he scored in the fashion of most Broca’s aphasics—
better on actives (95%) than on passives (70%) (Zurif et al., 1993, p. 455; see also Grodzinsky, 1989,
p. 493)). Our point is not to question the need for preselecting patients for the specific study carried
out, but only to note that these data cannot be used to evaluate the prevalence of the pattern in the
general population of Broca’s aphasics because the patients were not chosen on independent grounds.
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3.2 Statistical Methods

We conducted a number of analyses using these two data samples. The analyses
were designed to test various aspects of Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis. The
first two analyses (a and b) evaluate the performance of individual Broca’s aphasics.
We argued above that the analysis of individual patient performance provides the
most appropriate test of Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis about comprehension
in Broca’s aphasia. However, since Grodzinsky et al. (1999) have objected to this
type of analysis, we have also carried out two analyses (c and d) that consider sepa-
rately the group performance of the two samples of patients. Thus, four types of
analyses were carried out:

(a) First we calculated the confidence limits of the percentage correct of active
and passive sentences for each subject in the two samples (26 from S1 1 49 from
S2 2 16 (overlap) 5 59). If Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis is correct, there
should be no patient with a percentage correct on passives significantly greater than
50% (or there should be no more than 5% of such cases if the risk of a Type I error
is set at .05). Moreover, all subjects should produce 100% correct performance on
active sentences. It is important to note that if the probability correct is 100%, no
variability due to chance can be found. The confidence limits were calculated using
the method of Blyth and Still (1983), later refined by Casella (1987). This method
is available in the StatXact4 package (Mehta & Patel, 1998). The Type I error risk
was set separately for actives and passives at the .05 level for each subject. The
importance of Type I error risk protection is discussed below.

(b) Next we compared the active and passive sentence performance of each subject.
Here Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis holds that for all patients the difference
should be significant. The comparison was carried out by means of Fisher’s exact
test, with a unidirectional hypothesis at the .05 level. In order to better interpret
negative results, we also calculated the power of the Fisher comparison (unidirec-
tional), assuming that the expected difference in the population between actives and
passives is 50% (100% 2 50% 5 50%). The power depends on the number of trials
tested for each patient. This analysis was also carried out using StatXact4 (Mehta &
Patel, 1998).

(c) Next we analyzed the group distribution of the percentage correct of actives
and passives. According to Grodzinsky et al. (1999), in the case of actives all subjects
should be at ceiling, whereas in the case of passives the distribution should have a
mean 5 .50 (i.e., 50%). For the reasons discussed above, the variability in the N of
trials across patients does not allow a simple comparison of the distributions with a
definite binomial function. To overcome this problem, we normalized the scores
based on the number of trials so that the data from each patient could be compared
directly. We proceeded as follows. In the study of passives, we first subtracted .50
from the observed percentage correct for each subject, and then we divided this differ-
ence by the standard deviation appropriate for the number of trials (N) given to each
subject, i.e., the square root of (pq)/N, with p 5 q 5 .50. The resulting points are
approximately distributed as the standardized normal curve (McNemar, 1962). In
the z approximation for the subjects who had been given a small number of trials
(N , 20), a correction for continuity was applied. Using this method, the ob-
served and the expected frequencies can be directly compared to check the good-
ness of fit. The number of cells was set so that there were at least two expected
observations in each cell (Armitage, 1971). Each test of the goodness of fit was
then based on five frequencies. The bottom rows in Tables 7a and 7b show
the frequencies expected for each patient sample on the basis of the cor-
responding areas of the normal curves, multiplied by the sample size. In the inter-
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pretation of the resulting χ2 values, we assumed a value of 5 2 1 5 4 df for each
table.15

(d) Finally we analyzed the relationship between correct actives and correct pas-
sives. According to Grodzinsky et al. (1999), because one of these variables (actives
correct) should always be at ceiling and the other (passives correct) should be at
chance, no correlation between active and passive performance should be observed.

3.3 Results

Tables 4 and 5 show the data for the subjects of the two samples considered in
this study, S1 and S2, along with the results of the statistical analysis for each patient.

3.3.1 Confidence Limits of Active and Passive Correct for Each Subject

Sample 1, N 5 26 (subjects from Grodzinsky et al. 1999): Actives. Only 5/26
patients (19.2%) performed at ceiling with actives: by definition, these are the only
patients for whom the confidence limits can include 1.00. For 8 patients (36.8%),
the lower confidence limits for actives include chance level (.50). However, it could
be argued that the confidence limits might be too wide when the number of trials
(N) is small. It is reasonable, therefore, to consider only the confidence limits based
on N greater than or equal to 16 (in fact, 16 is the N value for which sufficient power
is provided). Even with the latter restriction, there are 6/26 patients (23.1%) who
are not significantly different from chance on actives. On the whole, this outcome
is strong evidence against Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis that p (actives) 5
1.00.

Passives. For 4 subjects (15.4%) the confidence limits of passives correct did
not include .50, and 1 of them was at ceiling. However, it is possible that some
number of subjects could have confidence limits that do not include .50 by chance.
The expected rate of false rejections is 5%, but higher values might be observed,
although less probably. To safeguard against this possibility, we can set a rejection
level of the chance hypothesis at the individual subject level that would survive the
higher protection required to control for Type I error at the level of the whole sample.
A Bonferroni correction requires that we set the significance level to prevent Type
I error at the level of .05/26 or even at .05/42 (as 42 was the number of subjects
originally considered by Grodzinsky et al. (1999)). In the latter case, evaluating sig-
nificance with α 5 .001 for each patients allows a .05 level protection for the whole
set of 42 patients (.05/42 5 .0012). Let us work with an even greater protection,
fixing α 5 .000001 (i.e., one per million) for each subject. This significance level
means that, on a Bonferroni basis, the probability of a single false rejection of the
null hypothesis in a set of 42 patients will be smaller than .000001 3 42 5 .00005,
i.e., a Type I error is expected about once over 20,000 experiments. Inspection of
Table 6 shows that even with the strongest protection, 3 patients have confidence
limits still not inclusive of the chance level of .50. We conclude that in the population
of subjects from which Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) cases were sampled there is strong

15 In tests of goodness of fit where an observed distribution is compared to the normal distribution,
it is customary to base the significance assessment on N-3 df. This is because in the standardization of
the observed frequencies, the mean, the standard deviation, and the N of subjects are constants. In our
case, we evaluated χ2 points in a more conservative way, considering as a constant only the sample
size. This was possible because, after the transformation explained above, our points can already be
viewed as z scores without the use of constants derived from the group distribution. In fact, our approach
is conservative, and the significance levels observed with 4 df would be even greater if evaluated with
2 df.
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TABLE 4
Data and Statistical Analyses for the Subjects of Sample S1

Confidence limit

Patient A P Pa Pp Fisher Power

AB 8/10 4/10 .800 (.444–.963) .400 (.150–.733) .085 .71
AKa 19/24 10/24 .792 (.594–.914) .417 (.234–.634) .009 .99
ATa 49/72 27/72 .681 (.566–.784) .375 (.264–489) ,.001 1.00
B 14/14 4/14 1.000 (.770–1.000) .286 (.104–.581) ,.001 .87
BLa, EDa 17/24 7/24 .708 (.500–.874)b .292 (.126–.500) .004 .99
D 12/14 9/14 .857 (.581–.974) .643 (.371–.847) .192b .87
EBa 16/24 13/24 .667 (.447–.831)b .542 (.339–.745) .278b .99
EGa 19/24 8/24 .792 (.594–.914) .333 (.169–.553) .002 .99
ER 9/10 4/10 .900 (.556–.995) .400 (.150–.733) .029 .71
ES 17/20 7/20 .850 (.639–.958) .350 (.154–.589) .002 .97
FMa 93/186 102/182 .500 (.426–.574)b .560 (.485–.634) .145b 1.00
GV 9/10 5/10 .900 (.555–.998) .500 (.187–.813) .070 .71
HRa 23/24 10/24 .958 (.808–.998) .417 (.234–.634) ,.001 .99
HTa 12/24 13/24 .500 (.308–.692)b .542 (.339–.745) .500b .99
JG 10/10 4/10 1.000 (.733–1.000) .400 (.150–.733) .005 .71
JRa 16/24 17/24 .667 (.447–.831)b .708 (.500–.874) .500b .99
LSa 52/72 40/72 .722 (.607–.815) .556 (.434–.673) .028 1.00
MEa 45/48 45/48 .938 (.831–.989) .938 (.831–.989)b .661b 1.00
NF 20/20 12/20 1.000 (.846–1.000) .600 (.361–.791) .002 .97
PJa 71/72 67/72 .986 (.931–.999) .931 (.851–.972)b .104b 1.00
POEa 20/20 20/20 1.000 (.846–1.000) 1.000 (.846–1.000)b n.p.b .97
ROO1a 18/20 9/20 .900 (.685–.982) .450 (.231–.685) .003 .97
VSa 95/108 65/108 .880 (.804–.933) .602 (.506–.693)b ,.001 1.00
YM 8/10 5/10 .800 (.444–.963) .500 (.222–.777) .175 .71
YY 20/20 13/20 1.000 (.846–1.000) .650 (.411–.846) .004 .97

Note. ‘‘A’’ and ‘‘P,’’ number of correct responses to active and passive sentences, respectively, of
the total number of trials. ‘‘Pa’’ and ‘‘Pp’’: confidence limits of the percentage of correct actives and
passives, respectively. ‘‘Power,’’ power of Fisher’s exact test. ‘‘n.p.’’: not possible because the four
cells contain equal frequencies.

a Subjects are also included in S2 (see text).
b Results are inconsistent with Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis; when this corresponds to a failed

rejection of the null hypothesis, only cases with power greater than .90 are marked. For other statistical
details see the text.

evidence against the hypothesis that all Broca’s aphasics’ performance with passives
is governed by chance.

Sample 2, N 5 49 (new sample): Actives. For the patients in this sample (see
Tables 4 and 5), and considering only cases where the statistical power is sufficient,
the confidence limits for actives correct included the chance level for 7/49 patients
(14.3%). This is a lower rate than was found with S1, probably because the patients
in S2 were somewhat less severely impaired as a group.

Passives. For passives, 21/49 subjects (42.9%) performed significantly better
than chance. We will not repeat here the calculations and the considerations discussed
for S1; however, it is clear that the hypothesis that passive performance is at chance
level is not tenable for a substantial number of patients in S2. In fact, for several of
these cases the probability that the passive score is very good (or even at ceiling)
simply by chance is negligible.

3.3.2 Comparison of Performance on Actives and Passives

According to Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis, the difference between the
percentages of active and passive correct responses should nearly always be signifi-
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TABLE 5
Data and Statistical Analysis for the Subjects of the Sample S2 (Patients marked with a

in S1 should also Be Considered Part of This Sample)

Confidence limit

Patient A P Pa Pp Fisher Power

BA (K&V) 17/20 12/20 .850 (.639–.958) .600 (.360–.791) .078 .97
HE (K&V) 18/20 15/20 .900 (.685–.982) .750 (.533–.896)a .204a .97
KOE (K&V) 20/20 19/20 1.000 (.846–1.000) .950 (.769–.997)a .500a .97
LA (K&V) 19/20 17/20 .950 (.769–.997) .850 (.639–.958)a .302a .97
OO (K&V) 19/20 19/20 .950 (.769–.997) .950 (.769–.997)a .756a .97
ZO (K&V) 18/20 17/20 .900 (.685–.982) .850 (.639–.958)a .500a .97
AB (D&M) 16/16 14/16 1.000 (.802–1.000) .875 (.646–.977)a .242a .91
CD (D&M) 16/16 14/16 1.000 (.802–1.000) .875 (.646–.977)a .242a .91
ED (D&M) 16/16 8/16 1.000 (.802–1.000) .500 (.272–.728) .001 .91
GH (D&M) 13/16 6/16 .812 (.571–.947) .375 (.178–.646) .014 .91
AK (Martin) 4/8 5/8 .500 (.193–.807) .625 (.249–.889) .500 .55
GL (Martin) 4/8 5/8 .500 (.193–.807) .625 (.249–.889) .500 .55
JS (Martin) 41/48 30/52 .854 (.724–.933) .578 (.437–.704) .002 1.00
AP (Martin) 25/40 20/44 .625 (.458–.773)a .454 (.312–.610) .089 1.00
NB (Martin) 37/40 40/44 .925 (.806–.979) .909 (.795–.968)a .554a 1.00
RW (Martin) 38/40 30/44 .950 (.834–.991) .682 (.532–.814)a .002 1.00
HH (Berndt) 24/24 23/24 1.000 (.874–1.000) .958 (.808–.998)a .500a .99
JD (Berndt) 24/24 24/24 1.000 (.874–1.000) 1.000 (.874–1.000)a n.p.a .99
DH (Berndt) 24/24 24/24 1.000 (.874–1.000) 1.000 (.874–1.000)a n.p.a .99
NC (Berndt) 22/24 20/24 .917 (.744–.985) .833 (.634–.941)a .333a .99
1 (Benedet) 2/10 8/10 .200 (.037–.556) .800 (.444–.963) .012a,b .71
2 (Benedet) 6/10 3/10 .600 (.267–.850) .300 (.087–.619) .185 .71
3 (Benedet) 9/10 4/10 .900 (.556–.995) .400 (.150–.733) .028 .71
4 (Benedet) 7/10 6/10 .700 (.347–.933) .600 (.267–.850) .500 .71
5 (Benedet) 5/10 6/10 .500 (.222–.777) .600 (.267–.850) .500 .71
6 (Benedet) 9/10 4/10 .900 (.556–.995) .400 (.150–.733) .029 .71
A (Benedet) 10/10 8/10 1.000 (.733–1.000) .800 (.444–.963) .237 .71
B (Benedet) 10/10 9/10 1.000 (.733–1.000) .900 (.556–.995)a .500 .71
C (Benedet) 10/10 5/10 1.000 (.733–1.000) .500 (.222–.777) .016 .71
D (Benedet) 10/10 10/10 1.000 (.733–1.000) 1.000 (.733–1.000)a n.p. .71
E (Benedet) 10/10 10/10 1.000 (.733–1.000) 1.000 (.733–1.000)a n.p. .71
F (Benedet) 8/10 4/10 .800 (.444–.963) .400 (.150–.733) .085 .71
G (Benedet) 10/10 10/10 1.000 (.733–1.000) 1.000 (.733–1.000)a n.p. .71

Note. K&V, Kolk and VanGrusven, 1985; D&M, Druks and Marshall, 1991; Martin, Martin et al.,
1989, and Martin, 1987; Berndt et al., 1997; Benedet, Benedet et al., 1998; 1–6 Spanish patients A–G
English speaking patients. n.p.: not possible because the four cells contain equal frequencies.

a Results inconsistent with Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis.
b In this case, Fisher’s test is significant, but with a paradoxically greater success rate on passives.

cant. Since failure to reach significance can derive from insufficient power, we have
calculated the power of Fisher’s exact test in every case. This power index (i.e., the
probability that the test will detect significant differences) depends on (1) the num-
ber of items each patient was given, (2) the magnitude of the expected difference
(1.00 2 .50 5 .50, according to Grodzinsky et al., 1999), and (3) the acceptable prob-
ability of Type I error (which was set at α 5 .05, unidirectional). In light of these
considerations, failure to reject the null hypothesis (that actives do not differ from
passives) will be assumed only if the power of the analysis was at least .90, corre-
sponding to a 0.10 Type II error risk.

Subjects from Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) sample (S1). Results are shown in Table
4. For 8/26 subjects (30.7%) actives were not significantly better than passives. Seven
of these patients are also included in the S2 sample.
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TABLE 6
Study of the Confidence Limits of the Observed Correct Passive

Performance (Hits) of Three Patients from the Original Sample
of Grodzinsky et al. (1999)

Confidence limits
Passive hits

Case (percentage) (α 5 .05) (α 5 .001) (α 5 .000001)

POE 20/20 (1.000) .846–1.000 .649–1.000 .613–1.000
ME 45/48 (.937) .830–.983 .749–.999 .668–.999
PJ 67/72 (.931) .851–.972 .784–.989 .723–.996

Note. We adopt different protection levels, setting Type I error risk,
respectively, at (i) .05 for individual patients, (ii) .001 for individual pa-
tients, and .05 for the whole group of 42 patients in the original sample
size of Grodzinsky et al. (1999), (iii) .000001 for individual patients, and
.00005 for the whole group of 42 patients. For further statistical details
see text.

Subjects from the extended sample (S2). For the extended sample, we cannot
reject the null hypothesis in 20 cases of 49 (40.8%). Thus, even with the very stringent
measures taken to safeguard against inappropriate acceptance of the null hypothesis,
for a substantial proportion of both samples there was not a significant difference
between active and passive sentence performance.

3.3.3 Distribution of the Individual Percentages of Correct Passive Responses

The hypothesis that comprehension of passive sentences in Broca’s aphasia is sys-
tematically at chance can also be tested at the ‘‘group’’ level (but see section 2). As
discussed above, the approach followed by Grodzinsky et al. (1999) is not appro-
priate, both because of the composite nature of the group distribution and because
Grodzinsky et al. (1999) did not compare the distributions statistically. We used the
approach to comparing distributions set forth above, in which z scores can be directly
compared with the normal distribution tables. Figure 6 reports the distribution of
these z scores and the corresponding normal distributions, and Table 7 shows the
statistical comparison between the observed distributions and the normal distribution
corresponding to a binomial with mean 5.50 and the appropriate sample size (26
for S1 and 49 for S2). For both samples we can confidently reject the null hypothesis
of a chance distribution about the expected mean of .50.

3.3.4 Relationship Between Actives and Passives

Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) research hypothesis implies that the proportion of cor-
rect responses to active and passive sentences should be uncorrelated, and this can
be easily tested statistically. This is the only case where the original data reported
by Grodzinsky et al. (1999) could be used to test this hypothesis, since the number
of trials is not required for this analysis.

Subjects from Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) full sample (N 5 42). The Pearson cor-
relation between active and passive hits was .339. The regression analysis is reported
in Table 8a. The percentage of correct actives is significantly predictive of the per-
centage of correct passives, and the square of the actives’ percentage is a better pre-
dictor than the linear term. This means that a parabola better interprets the relation
between passives and actives. Accordingly, we calculated the minimum of this parab-
ola, and the value of actives for which passives are minimal is 69.1. In other words,
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FIG. 6. Distribution of the observed deviations from the frequencies expected by chance. For further
details see statistical methods and Results. (a) Sample S1; (b) sample S2.

TABLE 7
Comparison between the Frequencies Observed in Samples S1 and S2

and the Frequencies Observed in the z Approximation to the Binomial
Distribution with Mean .50 (See Statistical Methods)

Z Interval 22.5/21.5 21.5/20.5 20.5/10.5 10.5/11.5 .1.5

(a) Goodness of fit for sample S1 (26 subjects) (χ2 5 11.374, df 5 4, p 5 .023
Observed 4 4 8 4 6
Expected 2 6 10 6 2

(b) Goodness of fit for sample S2 (49 subjects) (χ2 175.644, df 5 4, p , .001)
Observed 4 4 13 3 25
Expected 3 12 19 12 3

The number of cells has been established in order to have expected frequency
values of at least 2.
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TABLE 8
Regression Analysis of the Relationship between

the Percentage of Correct Passives (Dependent
Variable) and of Correct Actives (Predictor)

Source of variability F(df 1, 40) p

(a) Original Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) sample (42 sub-
jects) (Regression equation: passives 5 149.661 2 3.002
actives 1 .02171 actives2)

Linear 5.186 .028
Quadratic 5.916 .020

(b) Sample S2 (49 subjects) (Regression equation: pas-
sives 5 158.575 2 3.6845 actives 1 .02962 actives2)

Linear 12.565 .0009
Quadratic 19.425 .00006

subjects with a moderate–severe deficit for actives are worse on passive comprehen-
sion than are those with a very severe deficit for actives. The basis for the latter effect
is not obvious. It may be that patients with more severe deficits on active voice
were truly guessing for both constructions, while the patients with somewhat better
performance on actives are attempting to employ a strategy for the passive sentences
that systematically resulted in incorrect responses. However, this possibility would
have to be examined carefully in individual patients’ performances.

Subjects from sample S2. The same outcome is observed in this sample (see
Table 8b). In this case the correlation between actives and passives is stronger (.459).
The significance of the quadratic term is higher than that of the linear term, and the
minimum of the parabola (i.e., of the passives) corresponds to a percentage of correct
actives of 62.2. The similarity of the latter result between the two samples is striking,
given that the overlap between Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) sample (N 5 42) and the
S2 sample (N 5 49) was only 16 subjects. We can conclude that Grodzinsky et al.’s
(1999) implicit hypothesis of independence between active and passive performance
is not supported by the results either for their sample of patients or for the extended
sample.

4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The analyses presented in section 3 appear to falsify the hypothesis that patients
classified as Broca’s aphasics exhibit a single, systematic pattern of performance.
Statistical tests of the performance of individual cases and of the distribution of group
scores fail to support the hypothesis. It is clear from these analyses that a substantial
number of patients fail to show the required performance pattern. This is true even
when we limited the analysis to patients identified by Grodzinsky et al. (1999) as
‘‘true’’ Broca’s aphasics.

We have gone to some lengths to explain why the analyses set forth here are the
correct tests of Grodzinsky et al.’s (1999) hypothesis and in what ways the analyses
they performed are flawed. Here we will consider more closely the potential count-
erargument that, despite our care in selecting patient data, the nonconforming patients
are not truly members of the class at issue, i.e., Broca’s aphasics (see footnote 1).
Aside from the invocation of uncertainty in determining chance performance (which
has been discussed at length here), this has been the primary response to data describ-
ing nonconforming patients.

This type of argument—that nonconforming cases must not be ‘‘true’’ cases of
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Broca’s aphasia—is an example of reasoning that has been treated extensively in the
philosophy of science as part of the topic of how one selects ‘‘the class of potential
falsifiers.’’ Popper (1983) clearly described the problems encountered when this class
is not explicitly set forth in the formulation of a hypothesis. The following example
concerns the hypothesis ‘‘All swans are white’’:

. . . This statement is falsifiable. Suppose, however, that there is someone who, when a non-white
swan is shown to him, takes the position that it cannot be a swan, since it is ‘essential’ for a swan
to be white. Such a position amounts to holding non-white swans as logically impossible structures
(and thus also as unobservable). It excludes them from the class of potential falsifiers. Relative
to this altered class of potential falsifiers the statement ‘All swans are white’ is of course unfalsifi-
able. In order to avoid such a move, we can demand that anyone who advocates the empirical-
scientific character of a theory must be able to specify under what conditions he would be prepared
to regard it as falsified. (p. xxi, emphasis in original)

Grodzinsky and colleagues have repeatedly altered the class of potential falsifiers
for their hypothesis by essentially arguing that patients whose comprehension does
not conform to their hypothesis must be excluded from the class of potential falsifiers
(see footnote 9), thus rendering the thesis unfalsifiable. If the hypothesis is going to
be regarded as part of the scientific endeavor to understand brain/language relation-
ships, the next step is clearly to reformulate the hypothesis in such a way that it
regains its falsifiability. In its current formulation, however, it has been falsified:
agrammatic Broca’s aphasia is not associated with a single pattern of comprehension
performance.
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