
Is it possible that the health of our
brains could be evident in the way we
talk? This question is at the centre of

research being done by Dr. Elissa Asp,
a professor of English and Linguistics at
Saint Mary’s University. Assisted by
a number of students, Dr. Asp is part of
an interdisciplinary research team that is
developing protocols for measuring the
effectiveness of drugs used to treat
Alzheimer’s disease. Her role involves
analyzing patient speech patterns, which
she believes can help to differentiate
types of dementias and chart their devel-
opment over time. 

Within a common language group,
such as English speakers, most members
will use similar speech patterns to express
themselves. When individuals develop
Alzheimer’s or vascular dementia, their
speech patterns change in discernible and
predictable ways. Dr. Asp describes these
dementia-induced language changes as,
“dialects of dementia.” She says these
speech changes involve more than simply
forgetting words, or losing the ability to
make particular sounds. The way people
structure their sentences and their

conversations actually changes. Moreover, her research is attempting to link specific changes in
language to specific damage in the brain.

How are changed language patterns and degenerative brain disease related? According to Dr. Asp,
it has do with the fact that dementias change the structure of the brain. While not all parts of the brain
contribute to language per se, deterioration in particular brain areas will shape what information we
have at hand to construct language. She says, for example, if our hippocampus, which is a part of our
brain responsible for episodic memory, becomes diseased, our ability to reference particular events may
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In the Faculty of Arts, we are 
committed to helping students gain
international and cross-cultural
experience as part of their degree
programs. In so doing, we hope to
enhance students’ opportunities for
building successful and rewarding

lives. The reason is that in today’s world, it is
becoming increasingly important to have knowl-
edge about different countries around the world,
and to be able to interact effectively with people
from cultures other than one’s own. In fact, it is
those graduates with international and cross-cul-
tural experience who will be particularly well
placed to participate and work in the context of
the global trends and issues which characterize
our world.

Over this past year, the work of many students
and professors in the Faculty of Arts shows a par-
ticularly strong global emphasis. We are proud to
showcase the global interests of our Faculty in the
2004 issue of SMARTS, and to promote our view
that exposure to other cultures in the national and
international community is an important part of a
university education. 

We trust that you will enjoy reading the pro-
files of students pursuing Arts degrees as well as
graduates from the Arts who share their experi-
ences of studying and doing research in cultural
contexts other than their own. You will read about

be impaired, and our speech patterns will
reflect this impairment. Put in reverse, speech
patterns that do not include reference to episodic
events may be an indication of damage to the 
hippocampus.

Dr. Asp’s research will have important medical
and social benefits. One benefit will be the



IDS Grad Seeks Gender Equity in Public Health
Policy

diverse

Lessons learned 
on the other side 
of the world have
enabled Erika Bur-
ger, a 2004 gradu-
ate of Saint Mary’s

International Development Studies (IDS)
program, to pursue a career in health policy
research here in Halifax. Originally a professional
physiotherapist, Erika’s work in this field is taking



enriching...

Unmarked graves in the North have brought to
life a disturbing aspect of Inuit history for Saint
Mary’s Anthropology student, Joseph Cosgrove.
Joseph made his discovery as he investigated the
tuberculosis epidemic in the Canadian North
throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. At that
time, sufficient treatment facilities did not exist in
the North, so many Inuit were evacuated to
sanatoria in Southern Canada. Those who died
during treatment were buried in the south, and
too often their records were lost.
This was primarily due to the
transfer of Inuit health
responsibility between several
departments within the govern-
ment. As a result, many Inuit
families today have no knowledge
depar
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This past summer, Dr.
John Reid, Saint Mary’s
professor of History
and Atlantic Canada
Studies (ACS), was
named a 2004 Fellow
of Royal Society of
Canada. This is one of
the most sought-after

academic accolades. The Royal Society consists
of scholars and scientists from all disciplines who
are dedicated to achieving excellence in their
endeavours.

“I am honoured to be named a Fellow of the
Royal Society of Canada,” says Dr. Reid.
According to the Royal Society Dr. Reid was
named a 2004 Fellow on the basis of his rich
academic career, which reflects his work on the
history of northeastern North America in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as well as
on the history of Atlantic Canada. He has
combined meticulous archival research with a
broad knowledge of new historical thought. As a
result, he has made an original contribution to the
study of history of the northeastern region of both
Canada and the United States. This has led to his
participation in international research projects,
linking scholars in Europe and North America.

Dr. Reid is among sixty New Fellows named to
the Royal Society of Canada this year. Gilles
Paquet, President of the Society, states, “The
Society is proud to celebrate the accomplishments
of the New Fellows. They add in a meaningful
and significant way to the extraordinary wealth of
talent, expertise and experience of the society.”

Paquet adds that Canadians have directly
benefited from research conducted by these
individuals, from extra-galactic work to the study
of cultural synergies, the development of new
medical devices and groundbreaking work on the
Canadian political economy. The members of the
Royal Society of Canada are among those who,
today, build the world we live in tomorrow.

ROYAL SOCIETY OF CANADA
2004 FELLOW Why Saint Mary’s Faculty of Arts is a Faculty

of Choice:
• Wide ranging course selection
• Flexibility in programs through cross-

disciplinary study
• Individualized attention from faculty
• Opportunities for direct involvement in

faculty research
• new and established professors who are

nationally and internationally acclaimed
researchers, and award-winning teachers

• Globally focused courses
• International exchange and study abroad




