- - Biannual Scientific Journal of Language Science ----- () ATU
Spring & Summer 2025, 12(21), 77-112 Diad ‘ PRESS
Is.atu.ac.ir

DOI: 10.22054/1s.2021.58081.1425

The Discourse of Elderly People with Alzheimer’s-

Type Dementia: Conversational Coherence

Associate Professor, English and Linguistics
Masoud Dehghan* Department, University of Kurdistan, Sanandaj,
Kurdistan, Iran

PhD in Linguistics, Islamic Azad University,

Nima MOShtaghl Kermanshah Branch, Kermanshah, Iran
. Assistant  Professor, English and Linguistics
Kourosh Saberi Department, Razi University, Kermanshah, Iran
Abstract

Coherence is one of the discourse-building features whose absence in
the discourse of the elderly people with senile dementia of the
Alzheimer’s type causes their discourse to become misunderstood. So,
the present study aims to investigate coherence in the discourse of
Kurdish Alzheimer’s type dementia. The methodological nature of
this quantitative study is ex post facto type and the statistical
population of this study includes 20 subjects (10 senile dementia of
the Alzheimer’s type subjects and 10 normal elderly subjects) who
were matched by age (63-75), gender (male/female), illiteracy, and
native Kurdish (Kalhori dialect) speaking. To determine the severity
of dementia, the Clinical Dementia Rating Scale was administered and
subjects with the scores between 0.5 and 2 were selected. Then
subjects answered questions about their daily routines, families, and
celebrating Eid-e Nowrouz. The data were analyzed based on Laine et
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al.’s view and SPSS 16.0, and an independent T-test was used to
obtain the statistic results. The findings indicate that there is a
significant difference between the discourse of senile dementia of the
Alzheimer’s type and normal elderly subjects in the use of global
coherence with P=0.004 and local coherence with P=0.003. The
results showed that the use of global and local coherence has less
frequency in the discourse of senile dementia of the Alzheimer’s type
subjects; however, the absence of global coherence is more obvious.
In other words, local coherence occurs more frequently than global
coherence.

1. Introduction
Aging, an inevitable biological process, often coincides with

various neurological disorders that accelerate cognitive decline.
Among these, Alzheimer’s disease (AD) is a prevalent form of
dementia characterized by progressive memory loss, cognitive
impairments, and communicative breakdown. As language is deeply
intertwined with cognition, linguistic deterioration is a salient marker
of Alzheimer’s disease often observed in both micro- and macro-
linguistic dimensions of discourse. One of the key dimensions affected
in Alzheimer's-type dementia is the disruption of discourse
coherence—a foundational feature enabling the logical and
meaningful flow of conversation. While numerous studies have
explored lexico-semantic and syntactic impairments in AD patients,
relatively less attention has been paid to discourse-level deficits,
especially in understudied languages and dialects. The study addresses
this gap by focusing on coherence structures in the spontaneous
speech of elderly Kurdish speakers (Kalhori dialect) diagnosed with
Alzheimer's-type dementia. This research is significant for two
reasons. First, it investigates an underrepresented linguistic
population. Second, it contributes to the understanding of discourse-
level impairments in Alzheimer’s disease by specifically analyzing
local and global coherence, two critical constructs in discourse
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organization. This study explores whether patients with AD exhibit
significantly different patterns of coherence in their speech compared
to cognitively healthy elderly speakers.

2. Literature Review
Discourse coherence encompasses the logical, thematic, and

referential connectivity between utterances. It is often divided into
local coherence (relationships between adjacent sentences or
utterances) and global coherence (thematic consistency across the
entire discourse). Van Dijk (1980), Glosser and Deser (1990), and
Laine et al. (1998) have provided theoretical frameworks for
understanding these coherence types in neurodegenerative contexts.
Prior studies (e.g., Ripich & Terrell, 1988; Dijkstra et al., 2002; Kim
et al., 2019) have consistently found that AD patients exhibit marked
reductions in both coherence types, particularly in global coherence.
These impairments are attributed to disruptions in working memory,
semantic memory, and executive functioning. In Persian-speaking
populations, Golbaz (2007) and Farivar et al. (2019) reported similar
coherence deficits in AD patients using narrative and conversational
tasks.

Furthermore, Lai & Lin (2014) and De Lira et al. (2019)
emphasized that coherence impairments, especially in global
organization, occur early in the disease course. These impairments
often precede more overt syntactic or lexical deficits, highlighting the
diagnostic utility of discourse analysis.

The current study draws from this body of work while addressing
a distinct linguistic and cultural context: elderly, illiterate Kurdish
speakers with Alzheimer’s in western Iran—a group previously
neglected in psycholinguistic research.The review goes under these
subheadings.
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3. Methodology
This was a quantitative, ex post facto (causal-comparative) study

designed to compare discourse coherence in two groups of elderly
individuals: those diagnosed with Alzheimer’s-type dementia (n = 10)
and the cognitively healthy members of the control group (n = 10). All
participants were monolingual speakers of Kurdish (Kalhori dialect),
aged between 63 and 75, illiterate, and balanced by sex (5 males and
5 females per group).

Participants were selected from a nursing home in Kermanshah,
Iran, during the winter of 2019. The Clinical Dementia Rating (CDR)
scale was used for cognitive screening, and only those with scores
between 0.5 and 2 (indicating mild to moderate dementia) were
included in the Alzheimer’s group. The control group had CDR scores
of 0.

Participants engaged in 10-minute semi-structured interviews
conducted in Kurdish, addressing topics such as family life, daily
routines, and Nowruz celebrations. Responses were audio-recorded,
transcribed, and phonetically transcribed. Prolonged pauses (> 20
seconds) were used as cues for question progression. The data were
segmented into propositional units (utterances or speech turns).
Using Laine et al.'s (1998) framework, each utterance was coded for
the presence or absence of local and global coherence. Statistical
analyses were conducted in SPSS 16 using an independent t-test to
assess differences between the two groups.

4. Results
The Alzheimer’s group produced significantly fewer non-repeated

words (M = 172.4; SD = 36.5) than the control group (M =425.4; SD
=123.1).

The number of utterances was also lower in the Alzheimer’s group
(M =7.72; SD = 2.01) compared to the control group (M =23.21; SD
=6.23).
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Local Coherence: The AD group exhibited a mean score of 59.85
(SD = 11.18), significantly lower than the control group (M = 98.85;
SD =0.86), p = 0.003.

Global Coherence: The mean score for the AD group was 40.91
(SD =10.93), compared to 97.84 (SD = 1.25) in the control group, p
=0.004.

Examples of disrupted coherence included irrelevant or off-topic
responses, as well as fragmentary or semantically unrelated
utterances. While some responses preserved local coherence (e.g.,
direct answers to questions), they failed to maintain the overall topic,
indicating global coherence breakdown.

For instance, in response to "Where were you born?" a control
participant said, “I was born in Qasr-e Shirin,” maintaining both local
and global coherence. In contrast, an AD participant responded, “I had
some problems,” showing a loss of global relevance.

Global coherence was more impaired than local coherence.

Patients with AD relied heavily on immediate lexical cues
(suggesting preserved local associations), while struggling with
maintaining thematic progression or returning to the topic after
digressions.

Gender differences were minimal, though a slight trend showed
female participants using less global coherence, aligning with prior
literature.

6. Conclusion
This study underscores the debilitating effects of Alzheimer’s-type

dementia on discourse coherence among elderly Kurdish-speaking
individuals. The findings demonstrate that both local and global
coherence decline significantly in affected individuals, with global
coherence being more severely compromised.

These results confirm the crucial role of working memory and
semantic integration in sustaining coherent discourse. The disruption
of global coherence indicates that patients with AD are unable to
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maintain a mental representation of the ongoing discourse topic,
leading to communication breakdowns.

The study's implications extend to clinical linguistics, dementia
diagnostics, and caregiving strategies. Discourse analysis may serve
as a non-invasive, language-based tool for early detection of cognitive
decline. Moreover, the study highlights the need for culturally and
linguistically tailored assessment tools for minority language
speakers.

Keywords: clinical linguistics, Alzheimer’s disease, discourse, global
coherence, local coherence.
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1. Independent Samples t-test
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(D) A:le kure kar  ka-j-d?
for where work do-PRE!-2PS?
where do you work for?

B: kar ni-j-&k-&m
Work  NEG3-PROG*-do-1PS’
I don’t work.

V‘SLSN )K
L84S Cl esls ) 35051 W8 S o )5 xS Il &l oo (V) ke s
S ol el odim ae dlgu b clite odbdill Gl Sl 4 4z 5 b (oS o
Ll a3 e gn (Sa s S
sl ol 1)1 la 55903 0LaziE 55 e g Gﬁ:,ﬁr,uj\ B ) ladls s
(2) A:f&n  sal-e-d-x?

How old-EZ%-2PS-Be AL’
How old are you?

Tl dlod

B: ff&n sal
How old.

Jle >

. present

. second person singular
. negative

. progressive

. first person singular

. ezafe

. Be Allomorph

NN BN~
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(3) A:le kure hatin-& donja?
In where come-PRE PER! birth
Where were you born?
CllodeT Lis 4 1S

B: meqdar-ig mofkol  daft-em.
some-INDEF?  problem have. PAST-1SG
I had some problems.

il JSKis (gl

(4) A: Joql-e-d kS bi?
Job-EZ-2SG what COP.PAST
What was your job?

B: bax miwa
fruit garden

o0 gL

(5) A: ?imru fen  [ema®-s
today what  day-COP.PRE
What day is today?

B: ?imru  feft-ig na-xward-em-&
today anything-INDEF  NEG-eat-1SG-PRE PER
I have eaten nothing

o) 55 S 59,

1. present perfect
2. indefinite
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(6) A: Pege fferax-ege sewz bu:d te g-1d?
If light-DEF'  green be.PAST  you2SG go.PRE-2SG
Do you go if the traffic light is green?

. . =
NEEE S
B: sewz-e temam?

green-EZ  completely
Completely green

§ JolS 5w
(7) A: waxt-ig ferax-®@ge qermez bu:d te
when-INDEF  light-DEF red be.PAST you.2SG

LES kae-j-d?
what  do-PRE-2SG
what do you do when the traffic light is red?

0SS o e 5 il 55§l (55

B: kar-e XWa-] kae-j
work-EZ  its-3SG do-PRE
It does its own work.

A (=l;>9| Iy oo )lfv.aQT

(8) A: ha-jmn-z° kure ?elan?
BE-1PP>-CIRC* where now
Where are we now?
?V?M =" Yl

1. definite
L (CIrCUMPOSItION) b sl 1y oy g0 0 & ool 0T 1 (61468 5155 5 (Sl Jnd Cides lnts| 53 /-0

sS4 s /ha/ _sb)’,uk,s;,\.ug6»;@'C,@LU"_;Jg,l{‘_;;;);wjm\.@ta.d/ha/dbvy

D9

3. First Person Plural
4. circumposition
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B: sal-e pendza-w  haeft-z.
Year-EZ fifty-and  seven-COP.PRE
It’s 57.
Sl OV JL
(9) A: 3en nae-xwaz-id-a
wife NEG-marry-2SG-PRE PER
Didn’t you get married?
TR C‘ 93]
B:?®ra ki teerif kaem?
for whom definition make.1SG
Whom do I explain for?
0S5 (oS 4

(10) A:sat  fe&n we xa&w helos-id?
time what from sleep getup-2SG

What time do you get up?
fstr s O g Sl A Sl
B: sat Xas-ig dajt-em.
watch Dbeautiful-INDEF have. PAST-1SG
I had a beautiful watch.

il (K el

S g, 4 (03 5 g0 0 Gl o T 4 Dise Sla 53 VU (glasi yos )3 4 S

3 it 5 el iz e s glily 53 Tads (65 gl Ll s pa sdkiir s
S Sl eslizel LG S e 336 0 8 ey 35 (oben 2503 355 LIy e
538 Sy 51 gy b el iy 5 Ams gealy U 0 codaT w5348 (glaol
@:y}'\'m}gQ;fS)l{).a»u.';.wﬁAgé..»liﬁ(\\)dli»):mfo-fdb.C,...u\)b)};ﬁ
S5 5 IS aale 5168 il 035 aslial tpd 855 oy el 530 Sl

& = . -
O g Z)L:)J)) u;““‘f— (S‘j, (lf-\.& df)j P 22 D) cwl.i j)u.ib‘ ol )‘.5)}5}1
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(11) A: derbare-je  xwad bi/f.
about-EZ  yourself-REF!  say.PRE.2PS
Say about yourself (introduce yourself)

(Lol (S5 30 30) SSC D355 55453

B:le qasr-e-[irin gewra bi-m.
in  Qasr-EZ-[irin grown become. PAST-1SG
I was grown up in Qasr-e-Shirin.

o 55 Gt e b 5

(12) A: fen  sal-e-d-a?
How  old-EZ-mediator phoneme-COP.PRE
How old are you?

fulies dlod

B: Je waext-ajli framufi te
sometimes-INDEF forgetfulness come. PRE. 3PS?
Sometimes forgetfulness comes, too.

LT oo el b pladses

(13) A:l® kurz hat-in-& donja?
In where come-2PP3-PRE PER  birth
Where have you born?

Sblodal Lis 4 xS

B: kord-if lae 2ewra  bi.
Kurd- FP* in there be. PAST.3SG
Kurdish people were there.

1. reflexive

2. third person singular
3. first person plural

4. focus particle
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..,U:ﬁldarAUu;

(14) A: fe ker-d-i?
what  do. PAST-2SG
What did you do?

s S 58

B: ?idsu: barnama-jg bi
like Something-INDEF  be. PAST
It was something like that.

(15) A: ?xlan  f  kee-j-d?
now what  do-PROG.PRE-2SG
What are you doing now?

SuS o LK OV

B: waet-em ?imae  le tewan-eman-a
say. PAST-1SG we from  power-2PL-be
I said we have ability.

-M\»C)‘jﬁrﬁf

(16) A: Joql-e-d e  bi?
Job-EZ-2SG  what COP.PAST
What was your job?

B: bedehkar ni-j-em
owe NEG-COP-1SG
I don’t owe (to anyone)
|-t

(17) A: ?zlan ha-jmn-&  tebaqae-j fa&n ?i: saxteman-a?
now COP-1PL-CIRC floor-EZ which this apartment-DEF
Which floor of this apartment are we now?
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B: x@rid-o-ferus manzur-e-d-&?
buying-and-selling mean-EZ-2SG-COP
Do you mean buying and selling?

?@‘J}}j%ﬁ@)}b

(18) A: waxt-ig ferax-egae germez  bud te
when-INDEF  light-DEF  red be  you.2SG
kS kaej-d?
what do-2SG

what do you do when the traffic light is red?
1S o S 5 il a3 Elr B

B: zejad dexaleet le kar-zjl-e mardem na-kerd-em-z
alot interfere in affair- PLI-EZ  people NEG-
do-1SG-PRE PER
I have not interfaced in people affairs a lot.

.Closﬁ | S £ L5 s

oI5 b P,
Ol o5 8 53 o oS 035 " (lamlie - o )y g‘gu“ﬁ}j ol el A
W Ole 53 g%l ool o plonil sl 3T 5 i Jls5 (15 Oltiall 5 I
ol oliile S s Olidle (5l gime 5 pleOls) o b Oltzadl (1w 55
Jlgs shyls dadle L8V 058 93 53 L8 Y Jols ¢ iagn ol @obT drels .23 8
i d3l6 3 00 505 0 o3 8 a3z gy o il L Ve 5wl T 5 50 Jie
;§|)|> Oladlo .3 g5 slilian iw Bloday 8™ L g Olttadle (6l oSl 5 OL33 5
Olsea Olialle (gl OLlia0ls) 5 Olaainis OG5 by el JT ¢ 5 Jae dIs)

A,z(.jmé;ﬁ&ua,ujﬁw,ﬁ);}.s.;;ﬁo_x.zul;ﬁs;:.:‘_;,uﬁ@\‘_;\)\n\;\

1. plural morpheme
2. casual-comparative
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. Glutamic-pyruvic transaminase=GPT

. Blood Urea Nitrogen=BUN

. creatinine

. Complete Blood Count=CBC

. Thyroid Test= TSH

. Venereal Disease Research Laboratory=VDRL
. Computed Tomography Scan=CT

. Imagining Magnetic Resonance=MRI

. inclusion criteria

0. Clinical Dementia Rating Scale=CDR

— O 0 1N LN bW
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validity

Cronbach's alpha coefficient
overall accuracy

overall odds ratio

orientation

judgment and problem solving
community affairs

home and hobbies

personal care

0. Mini-Mental State Examination

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1
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1. coding
2. unique words
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Categories and References

Examples

Frequency

1.

ra

Number of words (Kemper, Ferrell,
Harden, Finter-Urczyk. & Billington,
1998; Shadden. 1998; Tomoeda, Bayles,
Trosset, Azuma, & McGeagh, 1996)

. Number of unique words (Hier,

Hagenlocker, & Schindler, 1985)

. Number of information units relevant,

truthful, nonredundant utterances (Bayles
et al., 1987; Shadden, 1998)

. Conciseness: Information units—words

(Hier et al., 1985; Tomoeda & Bayles,
1993; Tomoeda et al., 1996)

. Elaborations, number of elaborations on

the topic of conversation (Shadden. 1998)

. Disruptive topic shift, abrupt shift of topic

(Garcia & Joanette, 1997; Mentis,
Briggs-Whitaker, & Gramigna, 1995)

. Topic maintenance: Number of

elaborations on the topics divided by the
number of disruptive topic shifts (Coelho,
1994)

. Global coherence: Number of utterances

that represent the topic of conversation
(Korolija, 2000; Laine, Laakso, Vuorinen,
& Rinne, 1998)

Well I was born

Well I was born

I went to school in uh New Jersey.

I was born in 1916.

No, I went to grade school first of
course And then high school

And they’re both with the Lord. You
are a good-looking woman.

It is a very nice place. Have you met
this lady?

Well I was born and raised in Ohio.

1/5

1711
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Categories and references Examples Frequency
Discourse building characteristics
Number of unique words (Hier et al., 1985) Well I was born. 6
I was born in 1924
Number of information units; relevant, truthful, I went to school in 1
non-redundant utterances (Bayles and Tomoeda, uh New Jersey. I did
1991; Shadden, 1998b)
Conciseness: information units/words (Hier et al., I was born in 1916 1/5
1985; Tomoeda et al., 1996)
Elaborations, number of elaborative utterances on No, I went to grade 1
the topic of conversation (Shadden, 1998) school first of course
And then high school
Global coherence; number of utterances that represent Well I was born and |
the topic of conversation (Laine et al., 1998) raised in Ohio (topic is ‘life”)
Local coherence; number of utterances connected to Yeah, can you tell me about 1
the preceding utterance (Laine et al., 1998) your day? Well, uh, I start
getting ready to get up around
seven or something
Cohesion: number of utterances with: (Ulatowska and
Chapman, 1991)
a) Referential: correct pronominal reference My mother was a baroness 1
when she married my father
b) Causal: conjunctions So there [ stayed till I was 2
almost 17 years old
Temporal: correct use of verb tense (Liles & Coelho, 1998)
Topic maintenance: elaborations divided by disruptive It is a very nice place. Have 171
topic shifts (Coelho, 1998) you met this lady?
Discourse impairments
Complete repetitions (Bayles et al., 1985; Hier et al., 1985)  Just, just, just books. 2
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Stage  Codes

Early

A: Yeah, so tell me about your day today.
How is your day going so far?
R: Oh. Ok

A: Umm, so how would you start off this
morning?

R: Alright.

I went over and helped,

oNE of the ladies has a problem trying to get
about.

A: Oh, Rose,
R: I’m trying to think what her name is.

A: Yeah the lady sitting in the wheel chair
that you just said you’d be back to.

Middle

A: How many children do you have?
R: Two

A: Two?
Two daughters?

R: Umm
A: What are their names?
R:C.and L.

A:Oh, C.and L.

humm.

Late

A: Tell me about your day.
Tell me about
R: Well it was a nice day.
And it was always nice children and God
love them.

your day.

You don’t have to [unintelligible].

Prompt

Facilitator: Repetition

Information unit, local coherence, 1 word, 1
unique word

Question
Information unit, local coherence, 1 word, 1
unique word

Information unit, correct verb tense, local
coherence, 5 words, 5 unique words,
elaboration

Information unit, correct referent, correct
verb tense, local coherence,11 words, 11
unique words, elaboration

Facilitator: Cue
Information unit, correct verb tense, correct
referent, 9 words, 6 unique words
Facilitator: Cue

Question

Information unit, 1 word, local coherence, 1
unique word
Facilitator: Repetition

Facilitator: Cue
Information unit, local coherence

Question

Information unit, simple conjunction, local

coherence, 3 words, 3 unique words
Facilitator: Repetition
Prompt

Facilitator: repetition

Information unit, correct verb tense, correct
referent, simple  conjunction, local
coherence, 6 words, 6 unique words
Empty phrase, simple conjunction, incorrect
referent, correct referent, 10 words, 5
unique words Correct verb tense, 4 words, 4
unique words.

Note. A = nursing aide; R = resident. Initials are used instead of full names
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