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When the words don’t come – recovering from aphasia 
(SPEECH PATHOLOGY WEEK AUGUST 24 - 30) 
 
Imagine feeling like a prisoner in your own body. Imagine knowing what you want to say but being 
unable to find the words to say it. Imagine having to rely on someone else to make phone calls or 
requests for you. These are just some of the battles an individual with Aphasia faces everyday.  
 
Sharon Bennett has experienced first hand what it’s like to have the power of speech suddenly 
taken away from her. In April this year, the previously fit and healthy 37 year old suffered a 
sudden stroke involving the left side of her brain.  
 
Her stroke was unexpected and left her with a disorder called ‘Aphasia,’ a term used to describe 
loss of language following damage to the brain. Approximately one third of stroke patients 
develop Aphasia. 
 
Royal Perth Hospital’s Senior Speech Pathologist, Jade Cartwright, says individuals with Aphasia 
have trouble communicating.  
 
“They often know in their own minds what they want to say but are unable to retrieve the correct 
words, sounds, or sentences to convey their message,” Ms Cartwright said.  
 
Losing the ability to articulate what you want to say can be highly distressing and frustrating, 
affecting a person’s sense of self and participation in everyday life.  
 
Sharon’s Aphasia had a huge impact on her life. Prior to her stroke she was working as a successful 
executive personal assistant, and was also training to become a fitness instructor. She was 
incredibly motivated, fit and healthy, and led an active life.   
 
“When I first woke up at the hospital after the stroke I felt completely normal. I wasn’t in any 
pain, I could walk and move normally and I felt fine,” Sharon said.  
 
With no physical impairments, Sharon assumed everything was normal and she would be able to 
communicate like before, however she soon discovered that this was not the case. 
 
Sharon wanted to ask one of the nurses if she could brush her hair but she found that she did not 
know what to call ‘hair.’  
 
“I knew it was on my head. It was long and straight, but I didn’t know that it was called hair,” 
Sharon said.  
 
Sharon knew exactly what she wanted to say, but simply couldn’t find the words.  
 
“My hearing wasn’t impaired, but my brain had altered and I couldn’t process words.” 
 
As a result, Sharon also had difficulty understanding what other people were saying to her.  
 
A simple instruction to close her eyes was a complex, almost impossible feat. 
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This is where the assistance of Speech Pathologists comes in.  
 
Speech Pathologists are specialists with the training and expertise to provide intervention for 
communication and swallowing difficulties.  
 
With the help of Natalie Kelly and Jade Cartwright, her Speech Pathologists and the multi 
disciplinary team at Royal Perth Hospital Shenton Park Campus, Sharon has since made a 
remarkable recovery from those early days. 
 
Her communication skills have improved considerably allowing her to follow conversations and 
actively participate in conversations. 
 
She can now communicate with people and share her stories with her friends.  
 
Sharon’s Aphasia is still present, however she has learnt to deal with it in an extremely positive 
way.  
 
“Some days are easier than others and I still have a lot of hard work ahead of me,” Sharon 
concedes.  
 
Sharon will continue to attend Speech Pathology sessions to improve her reading, writing and 
communication skills but she is optimistic that she will make a full recovery and will one day 
return to work.  
 
“I have had wonderful support and I strongly believe that I will get well, and I will never give up,” 
Sharon said.  
 
Ms Cartwright says Sharon’s determination and positive outlook worked in her favour.  
 
 “Working in partnership with such a strong, courageous client is so rewarding and inspiring,” Ms 
Cartwright said.  
 
“Sharon has taught us so much about our profession and the strength of the human spirit,” Ms 
Cartwright added. 
 
Sharon is a strong advocate for the need to promote public awareness of Aphasia.  Despite the 
fact that the disorder is more common than Parkinson’s disease, it is largely unknown to most. 
 
“Many people would have never heard the word ‘Aphasia’ before, or know the devastating impact 
it can have on one’s life and well being,” Ms Cartwright said.   
 
For someone like Sharon, going into the community is a challenge, although she states that many 
of her experiences have been positive.  
 
“Before I walk into a shop to ask the shop assistant something, I practice my words so that I am 
confident enough to ask,” Sharon said. 
 
“Sometimes if I feel a little bit overwhelmed, I breathe deeply and smile, and then start again so 
that they understand what I’m saying. It’s amazing how people respond to a smile.” 
 
With further advocacy and health promotion it is hoped that the level of awareness will gradually 
improve and people like shop assistants, bus attendants, and ‘everyday people’ will know how to 
help someone struggling with their words or making a request that doesn’t quite make sense. 
 
Following a stroke, individuals with Aphasia can expect some recovery and often resume at least 
some of their previous life roles. In lucky cases language returns to normal, however in others 
severe problems may last a life time. In those cases communication becomes more than words.  



G O V E R N M E N T  O F  W E S T E R N  
A U S T R A L I A  

 
“Individuals with Aphasia learn to rely more on gesture, facial expression, drawing or other 
alternative means of communication,” Ms Cartwright said. 
 
“With time and perseverance communication can still be incredibly successful and it is amazing 
what individual’s with Aphasia manage to say with no words at all.” 
 
Individual sufferer’s find their own special ways to interact with their loved ones, share a joke, 
and continue to touch the lives of others. 
 
SPEECH PATHOLOGY WEEK AUGUST 24-30 
“Communication: More than just Words” is the theme of the 2008 Speech Pathology Week. For 
more information visit the website: www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au  or if you would like 
more information about Aphasia you can visit the website of the Australian Aphasia Association 
on www.aphasia.org.au  
Some simple strategies for helping someone with Aphasia: 
• Give the person time to get their message across – don’t jump in and “guess” too soon 
• Ask them simple questions that require a yes or no response to take the pressure off 
• Ask them to show you what they mean 
• Ask them if they can write the word down or draw you picture 
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