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ABSTRACT

AudreyHolland (1982) compared test scores to observers’ ratings
of conversational communicative success in people with aphasia (PWA).
This springboarded a body of evidence employing observers to rate
discourse. We review the utility of those ratings for assessing PWA’s
communication success.A traditional literature review identified16 articles
involving naive or trained raters assessing PWAs’ communicative success
across discourse genres. Another 10 articles reported ratings over time.
Collectively, these studies evaluated 349 PWAs. Four studies utilized
observers to rate the success of PWA’s conversations. Eight studies that
reported observers’ ratings on other discourse genres found that multi-
modal communication and facilitative contexts improved success, and
ratings of informativeness and comfort related to objective discourse
analysis measures. Nine of 10 studies examining treatment effects found
that communicative success ratings captured improvements. Observers’
ratings provide social validity by reliably assessing the discourse-level
communicative success of PWA. Ratings correlated with standardized
diagnostic and objective discourse metrics but provided a window into
factors that affect communicative success, including the degree to which
communication is interactive, multimodal, and contextual. Integrating
observers’ ratings of discourse success at pretreatment may help identify
supports or barriers to successful communication, facilitate individualiza-
tion of treatments, and offer social validity of change.
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Learning Outcomes: As a result of this activity, the reader will be able to:

� Recognize discourse genres that may be used in evaluating communicative success in PWA.

� Identifymethods for using raters to assess discourse success and describe the benefits/drawbacks of different

methods.

� Consider how ratings of discourse-level communication in PWA may be used to facilitate intervention

development.

The long history of aphasiology spans
many fields from linguistics to psychology, to
neurology and speech pathology, in part be-
cause human brain mapping has focused on
language processing in the brain. In the field of
aphasiology, like communication sciences and
disorders (CSD), both basic and clinical re-
search endeavors drive the evolution of the field.
Audrey Holland was at home in both domains
but certainly was a driving force for over 60 years
in clinical aphasiology.

In a historical overview of aphasia therapy,
Code (2008, p. 20) highlighted the transitions in
approaches to aphasia over time, including Gut-
zman as the “father of aphasia therapy” in the late
1800s, Wepman and Schuell as the revolution-
izers for a focus on the useof language as essential
for intervention in theUnited States, andHelm-
Estabrooks as the systematizer of treatments to
align with aphasia classification schemes. It was
Holland and Sarno who were instrumental in
introducing functional approaches, with the
inclusion of social and psychosocial perspectives
to processes of recovery in aphasia. While Aud-
rey has been referred to as an aphasia Goddess
(Anbar, 2022), a trailblazer of aphasia treatment
(https://aphasiacenter.net/remembering-dr-
audrey-holland/), and a true legend in the field
(https://slhs.arizona.edu/news/remembering-
audrey-holland), we propose that her mark is as
the superhero for people with aphasia (PWA).
Like many great scholars, Audrey found her
work with PWA so satisfying that it was hardly
a job, and she continued her work until the
moment she passed.

APHASIOLOGY AND
COMMUNICATION
Historically the focus of aphasiology has been on
describing the language characteristics of people
who have suffered damage to the head/brain
(c.f., Edwin Smith Papyrus in van Middendorp
et al., 2010). Hippocrates foreshadowed the

future of aphasia syndromes with the dichotomy
of expressive (aphonos—“without voice”) and
receptive (anaudos—“without hearing”) aphasias
(Ardila, 2014). Whether traveling through time
via France (Broca) and Germany (Wernicke,
Lichtheim, Freud), through Russia (Luria), or
the United States (Geschwind, Goodglass),
aphasiology has attended to the deficit by cate-
gorizing it. From this line of inquiry has grown
so much knowledge about how components of
language are processed by the brain (c.f., Dell
et al., 1999; Henderson, 1992); how one maps
incoming linguistic information to the lexicon to
comprehend a message (Hickok & Poeppel,
2007, 2015; Poeppel et al., 2004); and how
messages are formulated and encoded for sen-
tence production (Bock & Levelt, 1994; Levelt,
2001). It is from this wealth of knowledge about
language processing that many foundational
approaches to intervention for aphasia have
developed (c.f., Boyle & Coelho, 1995;
Edmonds et al., 2009; Linebaugh et al., 2005;
Martin & Dell, 2019; Schuell et al., 1969;
Schwartz, 2013; Schwartz et al., 2011; Thomp-
son & Shapiro, 2005).

The fruitful reports and theoretical
accounts that have grown from the work cited
earlier have contributed scientific roots to the
field of aphasiology. However, most of this
work focused on the impairment of aphasia—
restoring the function of broken language pro-
cesses. The approaches have emphasized the
linguistic and neurological aspects of aphasio-
logy and underemphasized its psychological
aspects. Audrey Holland once told the first
author (A.E.R.) that her clinical plan for a
person with aphasia that centered on improving
word retrieval using a theoretically driven ap-
proach highlighting lemma selection was “ar-
cane” (or, maybe it was “archaic”). From that
moment on, the first author, who admits a
fascination with the linguistic and neurological
aspects of aphasiology, never approached diag-
nostics or treatment without recognizing the
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need to couch it in the context of the PWA
participating in life. This exchange epitomizes
what Audrey Holland was instrumental in
parading into the field.

Nonetheless, approaches to understanding
recovery following brain damage have tended to
focus on the characteristics of the damage to the
brain (Hartwigsen et al., 2013) and the presen-
ting speech-language or cognitive deficits (Gil-
more et al., 2019). These factors, particularly the
role of the lesion, are paramount for predicting at
least 50% of the variance seen for the persistence
of aphasia into the chronic phase (Busby et al.,
2023; Plowman et al., 2012;Wilson et al., 2023).
This leaves 50% of the variance to prognostic
factors that include age, sex, comorbid medical
history, and other underspecified factors (Fig. 1).
Holland et al. (2017) noted that some potential
contributors to outcomes are outside of the direct
effects of the injury to the brain, including factors
like changing post-stroke lifestyles, accessibility
of benefits to support aphasia intervention, fa-
tigue, and lack of motivation to engage in the
therapeutic process. In most cases, the success of
intervention and enhancement of generalization
is likely predicted by these, or other, under-
specified factors. Thus, they need to be specified
and incorporated into the focus of therapies.

Over 20 years ago, Holland and Ramage
(2000) proposed the need to think outside the
(black) box, acknowledging that a paradigm
shift is needed to recognize the interplay of
brain and language as a dynamic set of process-
es. They noted that “we are long overdue for
innovative, synthesizing, iconoclastic, and pos-
sibly even outrageous thinking about the activi-
ties in language processing” (p. 93). There are
many ways that this thinking has been shifted,
but one way that has seen a burst of activity grew
from the work of Holland (1982) and the effort
to observe the success of PWAs communicating
in their daily lives. That is, there have been
major advances in using observers to rate com-
municative success within situated language
(Doedens & Meteyard, 2022).

Foremost, there have been extensions from
the typical standardized assessment to include
evaluation of situated language (modified from
Clark, 2005), recognizing communication as
interactive,multimodal, and contextual. Situated
language is the interaction between at least two

people who are utilizing words, prosody, gestu-
res, and/or other nonverbalmodes of conveying a
message. In a real-time interaction, common
ground, based on the situational and communi-
cative contexts as well as shared personal and
cultural knowledge, facilitates the co-construc-
tion of context throughout the interaction
(Clark, 2005). To analyze situated language,
Hengst (2020) argues that we must consider
(1) the activities in which participants are engag-
ing and the goals/objectives of those activities,
(2) the participants’ patterns of participation
(e.g., being a “ratified participant” vs. someone
eavesdropping), and (3) themultimodality (visu-
al, verbal, aural, tactile, olfactory, and proprio-
ceptive) resources being used to communicate.
Furthermore, Armstrong and Ferguson (2010)
suggested that speech-language pathologists
should consider key aspects of the context,
including partner characteristics (e.g., familiari-
ty, authority relationship), discourse topic (e.g.,
familiarity, technical vs. lay topic), and channel of
communication (e.g., face-to-face, phone call,
text message; oral, written). These factors each
contribute to the success of a specific communi-
cative interaction.

Importantly, situated language contrasts
with the decontextualized “ex vacuo” language
that is commonly assessed on standardized
diagnostic measures of aphasia (e.g., the West-
ern Aphasia Battery - Revised [WAB-R]; Ker-
tesz, 2007) which use tasks such as single word
naming, verbal fluency, or matching words/
sentences to corresponding pictures. Such
decontextualized measures do not correspond
with how well a PWA communicates (Doyle
et al., 1996), likely due to the removal of all
three aspects of situated language: (1) the
minimal requirement for co-construction/in-
teraction, (2) the reliance on a single mode of
communication, and (3) the relatively simple
and static context. Furthermore, this focus on
form rather than function limits the assess-
ment’s ability to capture the nuanced meanings
of content words and applications of grammat-
ical structures when language is used within
interactions, all of which impact communica-
tive success (Armstrong & Ferguson, 2010).

Holland (2010) noted that it was situated
language that fascinated her about PWA, as
there was much to be learned through
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observation of interactions with PWA—in-
cluding how “… interactions with strangers –
store clerks, bank employees, people occupying
the adjoining seats on buses – are managed” (p.
13). Although Holland did not use the term
“situated language,” she talked about character-
izing aphasia based on functional communica-
tion (Holland, 1982; Holland et al., 2018),
defined by Doedens and Meteyard (2022) as
the skills necessary to convey one’s ideas, needs,
wants, etc., in the varying situations encoun-
tered daily. For example, functional communi-
cation may be defined by successful interactions
through reliance on multimodal communica-
tion of intentions, rather than with sole reliance
on spoken words, and within goal-directed
activities that require active participation.
Functional communication is an inherently
joint activity, requiring more than one person
to create meaning and maintain common
ground to share knowledge or beliefs with
another. That is, functional communication is
situated language.

Another area of growth in the study of
functional communication, in part due to the
work of AudreyHolland, is the new and innova-
tive approaches to observing discourse-level
functional communication (c.f., virtual reality;
Bryant et al., 2020; Garcia et al., 2007), utilizing
Language Environment Analysis system
(LENA; Language Environment Analysis
Foundation, Boulder, CO, as piloted in Suting
& Mozeiko, 2021) or analyzing conversational
samples for specific features (e.g., topic initia-
tions [Leaman & Edmonds, 2020], conversa-
tional repairs [Azios et al., 2022]). However, few
have evaluated how successful communicative
exchanges are for PWA (Azios et al., 2022),
particularly from theperspective of anobserver or
a communication partner without aphasia. This
gap limits the field’s understanding of functional
communication success in aphasia and how well
that success correlates with decontextualized,
objective measures of aphasia. Here, we focus
on what Holland (1982) used as an additional
element for evaluating the success of functional
communication—using observers’ ratings.
While ideally communicative success would be
evaluated within a co-constructed conversation,
it may also be valuable to examine observers’
ratings of communicative success within other

discourse genres. Although other discourse
genres offer a weak proxy to the interactional
aspect of situated language, observers’ ratings of
communicative success within such tasks can
provide a window into (1) the success of convey-
ing information with and without interaction/
co-construction of messages, (2) the value of
multimodal communication attempts through
the use of audio or video recordings, and (3)
the effect of contextual factors, such as a rater’s
knowledge of aphasia or the nature of common
ground/shared context. As such, this review
focuses on published studies of PWAs’ discourse
(conversational or narrative) that utilized ratings
from observers on aspects of communicative
success, accounting for the degree to which
language samples were situated.

METHODS

Literature Search, Filtering, and

Selection

To identify published evidence that addresses
the communicative success of PWAs, this tra-
ditional literature review focused on studies that
included an evaluation of discourse-level pro-
ductions (e.g., conversation, story retell, picture
description) by observers (naive or otherwise)
for communicative success, sometimes referred
to as informativeness or effectiveness. Self-
ratings or analyses that did not focus on broad
perceptual judgments of success (e.g., ratings of
specific communicative features like word find-
ing; counts of content information units, main
concepts, etc.; measures resulting from in-
depth conversational analysis, such as ratings
of conversational repair or topic initiation) were
excluded. Studies that examined whether
observers’ ratings of communicative success
changed over time and/or were associated
with changes in standardized metrics of com-
municative ability over time were also collected.

The literature search spanned from 1982,
when Audrey Holland’s publication on obser-
vations of PWAs in discourse was published,
and extended to March 2024. As a traditional
literature review, no systematic guidelines were
followed for conducting the search. The sear-
ches started in PubMed/NCBI, PsycInfo, and
other search engines to find articles. Using a few
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key articles to identify terms, the following terms
were searched: aphasia, discourse or narrative or
conversation or picture description, content or
informativeness or communicat� success, per-
ceptual or judge� or listener or rater or observer.
Articles were included if they were in English,
sampled the discourse of PWA, and included
observers/raters who heard or watched discourse
samples of PWAs and rated the communicative
success, including informativeness, effectiveness,
favorability, comfort, ease, and other variables
that did not capture specific language features
(e.g., syntactic accuracy). The original searches
in PubMed and PsycInfo yielded 180 studies.
Only peer-reviewed experimental articles were
included in the review. Seven of the 180 articles
were reviews and were excluded. The authors
screened the abstracts which resulted in the
exclusion of articles that focused on individuals
with primary progressive aphasia (e.g., Gall�ee
et al., 2024; Haley et al., 2021; Quaranta et al.,
2022) or discourse in other nonaphasia or neuro-
degenerative populations (Carlomagno et al.,
2005; Saldert et al., 2010), or utilized augmen-
tative/alternative tools to facilitate discourse
production (i.e., Bartlett et al., 2007; Dietz
et al., 2018; Fink et al., 2008).

These database searches identified nine
studies utilizing raters to evaluate aspects of
communicative success or informativeness as
judged by a rater. Hand searching through these
and other relevant works and their references
identified an additional seven studies that uti-
lized raters to evaluate the discourse of PWAs.
In total, 16 articles reported listener (audio) or
watcher (video) ratings of PWAs’ discourse
productions across a broad range of narrative
types. Ten additional studies used observer’s
ratings at two or more time points to capture
change in communicative success—and, in
some cases, to examine the relationship between
ratings and standardized language measures.

Of note, the traditional literature search
yielded many studies that sought to establish
the reliability of communicative success/infor-
mativeness ratings of discourse-level communi-
cation to allow accessible analysis options for
clinicians and raters (Casilio et al., 2019; Cope-
land, 1989; Hula et al., 2003; Kim & Wright,
2020). For example, information units (Hula
et al., 2003) or CoreLex scores (Kim &Wright,

2020) nowhave established reliability for a range
of picture description and story-retelling tasks
thatmaybeused almost as checklists for a rater to
reliably judge content (c.f., Stark & Dalton,
2024). Thus, these studies are providing stan-
dardized elicitation methods to extract valuable
information from raters, which may increase the
ability to use raters. However, these studies were
excluded here as their intent was not to evaluate
the communication success, informativeness, or
effectiveness of the PWAs directly.

RESULTS
Table 1 summarizes 16 studies in which obser-
vers rated the communicative success of the
discourse of PWAs. The studies are organized
from highly situated (interactive, multimodal,
contextual) to minimally situated. Details about
the PWAs, raters, discourse genre/task, and the
nature of ratings are also summarized. Table 2
summarizes similar information for an addi-
tional 10 studies that included ratings acquired
over at least two time points and the relation-
ship between ratings and other standardized
measures of language and discourse structure.

This traditional literature review of studies
that involved elicitation of discourse from
PWAs and included raters (ranging from naive
to expert) indicates that some have utilized a
highly situated approach using conversation,
while most have constrained their observations
to standardized elicitation approaches—semist-
ructured interviews, personal narratives, picture
descriptions or sequences, story retells and
procedural discourse. Four of the studies uti-
lized data that followed the AphasiaBank pro-
tocol, which standardizes the instructions to the
participant, the materials used, and the tran-
scription approach for analysis (Macwhinney
et al., 2011). These collective studies report data
from 349 PWAs, most of whom were in the
chronic phase of recovery and presented with
varying aphasia classifications (nonfluent and
fluent, ranging in severity). Raters evaluated
audio- or video-recorded samples for variables
including success, completeness, informative-
ness, comprehensibility, favorability, comfort,
efficiency, and ease/skill of conveying a mes-
sage. Most ratings used Likert scales, visual
analog scales, or direct magnitude estimation,
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but several were categorical (e.g., present/ab-
sent). The raters varied in their knowledge of
aphasia/communication disorders, their experi-
ence interacting with PWA, and their familiar-
ity with/exposure to the PWA whom they were
rating. Specifically, raters included naive listen-
ers, undergraduate and graduate students in
CSD programs, speech-language pathologists,
or researchers working on the topic.

OBSERVATION OF
COMMUNICATIVE SUCCESS IN
THE CONVERSATIONS OF PWA
Four studies (Holland, 1982; Leaman &
Edmonds, 2019, 2021; Ramsberger & Rende,
2002) rated the communicative success of PWA
in conversation, the most highly situated dis-
course genre examined. To study the conversa-
tional success of PWAs, Holland (1982) applied
field observation techniques to study interactions
between PWAs and conversational partners in
their homes, doing errands, and other daily
events. Observers categorically judged commu-
nicative exchanges as successes (any response that
communicated the PWA’s intended message) or
failures (responses that did not). This approach
was unique given its focus onnot onlywhat is said
in a conversation (form/content) but also onwhat
constitutes successful communication (function).
Observed exchanges were interactive;multimod-
al (utterances, gestures, writing, nonverbal beha-
viors); and included a variety of partners, settings,
topics and goals, and modes of communication.
Pairs of observers, who rated communicative
success in vivo, demonstrated high interrater
reliability (r¼ 0.85). However, field observation
has limitations. Because the activities/environ-
mental contexts, topics and communicative goals,
numbers of exchanges, and the modes of com-
munication used naturally varied across PWAs,
those elements of the communication could not
be experimentally controlled while capturing the
real-life aspect of such a study.

Closely following this approach, Leaman
andEdmonds (2019, 2021) developed the Social
Conversation Collection Protocol for sampling
casual, social conversations. Samples were ana-
lyzed for communicative success using a 4-point
scale, where 4 represents “good success” and 1
represents “no success.” Protocol descriptions are

available for either a “home partner,” who shares
substantial personal and cultural knowledgewith
the PWA, or a “speech-language pathologist
(SLP) partner” who would have knowledge
about communication disorders. Multimodal
communication during conversation samples is
encouraged and captured in the observer’s
ratings. This approach has pioneered the use
of unstructured conversation to establish reliable
and valid measures of communicative success,
alongwithmeasures ofmicrostructural elements
(e.g., percent content information units in con-
versation, subject–verb–[object] integrity, the
relevance of words in and outside of the sub-
ject–verb–(object) frame, referential and global
coherence). Interrater reliability, r¼ 0.95 (Lea-
man&Edmonds, 2021) and test–retest stability,
r> 0.90, (Leaman & Edmonds, 2019), and r¼
0.798 (Leaman & Edmonds, 2021) for these
metrics have been good to excellent, boding well
for the future of evaluating PWA’s communica-
tive success.

Finally, Ramsberger and Rende (2002) de-
veloped ratings for communicative success based
on semistructured conversations that involved
co-constructing a story retell of an episode of I
Love Lucy. In this study, PWAs first watched the
episode of I Love Lucy, and then had a conversa-
tion with an unfamiliar, naive (did not watch the
episode), non-PWA partner about the episode.
Multimodal communication was encouraged
within task instructions. The goal was for the
non-PWA partner to retell the episode’s events
to an experimenter following the conversation.
Although the PWA’s communication was not
directly rated in this case, the non-PWA part-
ner’s retell was rated on a 5-point scale, docu-
menting the comprehensiveness of their retell
(0¼ no main ideas communicated, 4¼ all main
ideas communicated). Importantly, the conver-
sation was designed to be interactive, with both
partners using multimodal resources as they
worked together toward their joint goal.

OBSERVATION OF
COMMUNICATIVE SUCCESS IN
OTHER DISCOURSE GENRES IN
PWA
While conversation is the discourse genre that
best represents situated language, ratings of
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communicative success based on other dis-
course genres may help us understand some
components of situated language, for example,
the benefit of using multimodal resources to
convey a message. These other genres, includ-
ing personal narratives, picture descriptions or
sequences, story retell procedural discourse, or
word descriptions, offer the advantage of stan-
dardizing the context, controlling for many of
the factors that could not be controlled in
Holland’s (1982) field observation approach.
It must be acknowledged, though, that this
benefit comes at the cost of interaction (i.e.,
most genres generate monologues rather than
dyadic exchanges) and social validity (i.e., con-
versations occur far more frequently in daily
interactions than fictional narratives). Direct
comparison between unstandardized conversa-
tion and standardized narrative monologues in
PWA are reported in Leaman and Edmonds
(2021.) Furthermore, the type of recording
(audio vs. video) can impact raters’ ability to
account for the use of multimodal communica-
tion; specifically, audio recordings do not allow
raters to observe the PWA’s use of gestures,
facial expressions, writing, drawing, etc. Such
factors should be considered when determining
how situated a language sample is and how this
may impact the validity of measurement.

Discourse Ratings Based on

Manipulation of Multimodal

Communication or Context

As summarized in Table 1, four studies exam-
ined ratings of discourse-level communicative
success when either multimodal communica-
tion or context was manipulated. Three of these
studies (de Beer et al., 2017; Hogrefe et al.,
2012; Rose et al., 2017) manipulated raters’
access to multimodal communicative attempts
to determine the relative contribution of audi-
ble attempts and nonverbal attempts to com-
municative success in PWA. Both de Beer et al.
(2017) and Rose et al. (2017) compared ratings
for audio recordings of personal narratives,
where raters only had access to audible com-
municative attempts (e.g., words, prosody,
sound effects), to video recordings where raters
had access to multimodal communicative
attempts. In both cases, naive raters rated

communicative success based on open-ended
questions andmultiple-choice questions related
to the content conveyed (de Beer et al., 2017;
Rose et al., 2017). In contrast, Hogrefe et al.
(2012) had raters view videos of story retells
with the sound muted, eliminating access to
audible communicative attempts and forcing
raters to focus on nonverbal communicative
attempts. The goal of ratings was to match
each PWA’s sample to the correct story retell
after having viewed videos of each story them-
selves. Findings indicated that multimodal
communicative attempts were rated as more
successful than attempts where one or more
modalities were removed, and the success of
gestural communicative attempts varied based
on the PWA’s apraxia severity. In the final
study, Tompkins et al. (2006) investigated the
effect of manipulating context/shared knowl-
edge on communicative success. Specifically,
naive observers were shown video clips of
PWA engaging in multimodal self-cuing dur-
ing a word description task, where the final
response (regardless of accuracy) was removed.
Observers attempted to predict the word that
the PWA was attempting to say, with half of
the raters being provided no contextual infor-
mation to support their prediction, and the
other half provided with four options (the target
and three semantically/phonetically related or
unrelated foils). As predicted, having more
context/shared knowledge improved the obser-
vers’ success in predicting the target word.

Discourse Ratings Based on Audio

Recordings

Eight studies had raters judge the discourse-
level communicative success of PWA based on
audio recordings, providing access only to au-
dible modes of communication (words, proso-
dy, sound effects). In all cases, samples involved
little to no interaction, as most tasks produced
monologues, and topics were prescribed by the
discourse task’s elicitation. Five of these studies
(Doyle et al., 1996; Kong et al., 2018; Kong &
Wong, 2018; Ulatowska et al., 1983; Webster
& Morris, 2019) had raters indicate a sample’s
overall informativeness or accuracy/complete-
ness within various discourse genres. Specifi-
cally, Ulatowska and colleagues (1983) had
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listeners rate PWAs’ personal narratives, pic-
ture sequences, story retelling, and procedural
discourse for content (2- to 4-point scale,
depending on the task) and clarity (3-point
scale). SLP listeners reported poorer content
and clarity for the PWA relative to healthy
controls, but the main points and message were
conveyed, nonetheless (Ulatowska et al., 1983).
Doyle et al. (1996) and Webster and Morris
(2019) had naive listeners rate the informative-
ness of picture descriptions/sequences of PWA
using direct magnitude estimation methods.
Both studies found that raters’ judgments of
informativeness were highly correlated with
objective measures (e.g., correct information
units, accurate/complete main concepts, num-
ber of propositions) and, to a lesser extent, with
overall aphasia severity (in Doyle et al., 1996).
Finally, Kong and colleagues had listeners rate
the accuracy and completeness of a story retell
(Kong & Wong, 2018) or the completeness,
clarity, and understandability of a picture se-
quence and procedural discourse (Kong et al.,
2018). In both studies, the discourse of PWA
was rated as less understandable and clear than
that of controls. Also, ratings showed strong
correlations with objective discourse analysis
measures (i.e., ratings of completeness with
informative words and main concept score;
ratings of accuracy with informative words
and communication efficiency; ratings of clari-
ty/understandability with word-level errors and
coherence variables; Kong et al., 2018; Kong &
Wong, 2018). These findings support the use of
raters as valid sources in the evaluation of the
overall effectiveness of PWAs’ communication
akin to the metrics derived from careful analysis
of macro- and microstructural features of
discourse.

Furthermore, four studies (Behrns et al.,
2009; Groenewold et al., 2014; Harmon et al.,
2016; Kong & Wong, 2018) examined naive
listeners’ ratings of discourse favorability, in-
cluding ratings of liveliness, ease, comfort, or
preference for listening to PWAs’ personal
narratives, picture description/sequence, story
retells and/or procedural discourse. Behrns et al.
(2009) investigated listeners’ judgments about
PWAs’ spoken discourse, reporting that they
preferred written to spoken productions from
PWAs, thought that the PWAs did not like

telling stories, and generally perceived PWA’s
narratives to be less interesting than those of
controls. Kong and Wong (2018) found that
raters’ comfort in listening to the story retells of
PWA was associated with an objective measure
of communicative efficiency. Groenewold and
colleagues (2014) found that when PWA used
direct speech (i.e., reporting on what another
speaker says), raters judged their personal nar-
ratives as more lively, but this style did not
influence listeners’ understanding of what was
being said. Finally, Harmon et al. (2016)
reported that listeners preferred samples that
simulated fluency in nonfluent speakers (i.e., by
removing disfluencies like pauses longer than
0.4 seconds, fillers, filled pauses, repetitions,
and revisions), suggesting that the lack of
fluency may be a source of discomfort or general
negative perceptions in listener ratings. These
findings highlight the potential biases that
naive raters may bring to communication with
PWAs.

CHANGES IN RATINGS SPECIFIC
TO CONVERSATIONAL SUCCESS
OF PWA OVER TIME
Table 2 presents findings for studies that in-
cluded ratings or judgments by observers that
are used as outcomes for documenting change
in language measures over time. Nine studies
report on ratings of discourse productions prior
to and following communication interventions
to provide social validity of the treatment
approaches; the remaining study (Ross &
Wertz, 1999) documented changes in commu-
nicative ability over time in the absence of a
specific treatment. The nine intervention stud-
ies had varied treatment targets, from focusing
on syntax (Ballard & Thompson, 1999; Goral
& Kempler, 2009; Jacobs, 2001) or lexical
retrieval (Cupit et al., 2010) to communication
strategy training (Lustig & Tompkins, 2002) or
conversational coaching/conversational partner
training (Hickey et al., 2004; Hickey & Ron-
deau, 2005; Hopper et al., 2002; Kagan et al.,
2001). In all but one study (Kagan et al., 2001,
who used expert raters), naive raters or students
with some exposure to communication disor-
ders (i.e., enrolled in CSD programs) were
asked to indicate the communicative success
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of a PWA’s discourse. Five studies explicitly
asked raters to indicate the effectiveness of the
PWAs in conveying information (Cupit et al.,
2010; Goral & Kempler, 2009; Hickey &
Rondeau, 2005; Jacobs, 2001; Lustig & Tomp-
kins, 2002); three had raters directly compare
samples from two time points (Ballard &
Thompson, 1999; Hopper et al., 2002; Ross
& Wertz, 1999); one had raters compare con-
versations between PWA and a conversational
partners who had or had not been trained in
supportive communication strategies (Hickey
et al., 2004). In all but one of the treatment
studies, ratings from naive raters at posttreat-
ment correlated with improvements in objective
outcome measures associated with the inter-
ventions. In Jacobs (2001), there was not a
significant increase in the ratings of informa-
tiveness of the PWAs’ story retell but the
increases in content information units follow-
ing linguistic specific treatment correlated with
ratings of overall informativeness by graduate
students.

Five studies (Hickey et al., 2004; Hickey &
Rondeau, 2005; Hopper et al., 2002; Kagan
et al., 2001; Lustig & Tompkins, 2002) rated
communicative success in conversations collect-
ed before and after treatment. Hickey et al.
(2004) and Hickey and Rondeau (2005) had
raters judge multiple dimensions of conversa-
tions (e.g., comfort of partner, comfort of
PWA, effectiveness, informativeness, overall
quality) between PWAs and volunteers before
and after training the volunteers in supportive
communication skills. Topics of conversation
varied based on the communication partners’
preferences, and multimodal communication
was encouraged. Raters observed the conver-
sations through video recordings, considering
all modes of communication. Hickey et al.
(2004) found higher ratings across all dimen-
sions in posttreatment conversations compared
to baseline conversations. Hickey and Rondeau
(2005) found that naive raters were more likely
to rate pretraining exchanges lower for comfort
and quality of the interaction than raters who
had experience with aphasia, highlighting that
raters’ knowledge about communication and
aphasia may influence their perceptions of these
dimensions. Nonetheless, ratings of both the
experienced and naive raters documented im-

proved overall conversation quality after com-
munication partner training (Hickey &
Rondeau, 2005).

Kagan et al. (2001) took a different ap-
proach to rating a conversation-like task. Spe-
cifically, to allow exchanges to be more
comparable across participants, Kagan et al.
(2001) used a conversational semistructured
interview with preselected topics, echoing the
types of exchanges a PWA might have with a
health care provider. Video-recorded interviews
between PWA and unfamiliar volunteers were
collected before and after the volunteers re-
ceived communication partner training (sup-
ported conversation for adults with aphasia;
Kagan, 1999). One experimental rater used a
9-point Likert scale (0.5-point increments) to
rate the PWA’s interaction and transaction (see
Kagan et al.’s Appendix B for definitions) from
poor (0) to high (4). A second expert rater rated
25%of interviews, documenting a high intraclass
correlation for transaction (r¼ 0.84) and accept-
able agreement for interaction (r¼ 0.65). Similar
toHickey et al. (2004) andHickey and Rondeau
(2005), interaction and transaction ratings for
PWA documented significant improvements
after partners were trained; furthermore, higher
ratings were found for interviews with trained as
compared to untrained volunteers.

Hopper et al. (2002) trained two PWAs
and their communication partners (spouses)
using conversational coaching (Hopper et al.,
2002; Simmons-Mackie et al., 2014). Using a
task similar to Ramsberger and Rende (2002),
Hopper et al. (2002) video-recorded co-const-
ructed story retells between the PWA and their
partner prior to and after coaching. Undergrad-
uate CSD raters unfamiliar with aphasia or with
conversational partners identified the number
of main concepts that were successfully con-
veyed and indicated whether they thought each
video was collected before or after treatment.
The raters identified more accurate main con-
cepts in the posttreatment conversations for
both dyads and correctly identified the pre-
and posttreatment clips (100% for both of dyad
1’s retells, 100 and 68% for dyad 2’s two retells).

Lustig and Tompkins (2002) collected
conversation samples before and after one
PWA received written communication strategy
training, which targeted the use of writing to
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converse with unfamiliar partners. In the con-
versations, the PWA and unfamiliar communi-
cation partners actively and meaningfully
participated in exchanges about six topics,
which involved multiple conversational goals.
Using a direct magnitude estimation scale, nine
CSD graduate students rated the conversations
for understandability of the PWA as well as for
difficulty on the part of the PWA, effort on the
part of the partner, their estimation of the
PWA’s satisfaction with communication, and
how pleasant the conversation was to watch.
Overall, the raters indicated that after treat-
ment, they better understood the PWA and felt
more comfortable watching the conversation.
Ratings also indicated that posttreatment, the
PWA delivered their message more easily, was
better understood by the partner, and seemed
more satisfied with her communication.

An additional four studies had raters judge
the communicative success of PWA based on
audio recordings of personal narratives (Goral&
Kempler, 2009) or story retells (Ballard &
Thompson, 1999; Cupit et al., 2010; Jacobs,
2001). In these studies, the discourse samples
often yielded monologues, with minimal to no
requirement for interaction, and multimodal
communication was not captured, as audio
recordings only provided access to audiblemodes
of communication (e.g., words, prosody, sound
effects). The context in all cases involved a
prescribed topic based on the corresponding
discourse elicitation. Raters in Ballard and
Thompson (1999), Goral and Kempler (2009),
and Jacobs (2001) were CSD students with
associated knowledge of communication disor-
ders. In contrast, Cupit et al. (2010) compared
the ratings of SLPs and naive listeners, who
lacked knowledge of communication disorders.
Cupit et al. (2010) and Goral and Kempler
(2009) had raters use 7-point Likert scales to
rate various features of communicative success
(e.g., informativeness, ease of retelling the story/
interacting, skill in transmitting the message,
comfort as a listener). Ballard and Thompson
(1999) created a composite score of ratings across
several domains, including informativeness of
the content and efficiency, while raters in Jacobs
(2001) used direct magnitude estimation to rate
the effectiveness and informativeness of the story
retell as well as the comfort of the listener. Based

on comparisons of pre/post observer’s ratings,
Cupit et al. (2010) and Goral and Kempler
(2009) documented improved discourse-level
communicative success following phonological
components analysis and constraint-induced
aphasia treatment, respectively. Jacobs (2001)
andBallard andThompson (1999) showed some
evidence of higher ratings following linguistic
specific treatment, though improvements were
not statistically significant in Jacobs (2001) and
were found only in three of five participants in
Ballard and Thompson (1999). Also of note,
both Jacobs (2001) andCupit et al. (2010) found
that changes in ratings of communicative success
were associated with changes in objective dis-
course analysis measures (e.g., effectiveness,
informativeness, and comfort ratings increased
in line with increases in CIUs; informativeness
ratings improved in line with the use of more
propositions per minute).

Finally, one study (Ross & Wertz, 1999)
evaluated narratives over two time points, but
without an intervention between them. In this
study, raters were shown two videos of a PWA
describing the WAB-R Picnic Scene acquired
with an intervening �5 months between recor-
dings. Raters were asked to directly contrast the
two recordings by indicatingwhether the second
sample was worse than, the same as, or better
than the first. These ratings were compared to
PWA’s change in scores on the Porch Index of
Communicative Ability (Porch, 1967), WAB-R
Aphasia Quotient, and Communicative Abilities
in Daily Living (Holland, 1980). Findings indi-
cated that change in communication ability on
the diverse skills assessed across these standard-
ized tests correlatedwith the observer’s ratings of
overall communicative change.

DISCUSSION
Aphasiology has expanded over time to encom-
pass not only the study of language in individ-
uals who have suffered a stroke in the left
hemisphere but also to include their communi-
cation ability more broadly. Audrey Holland
was instrumental in the shift to observing
communication as a whole—situated in the
context of daily life. With this shift in learning
about aphasia through observing it as situated
language (Armstrong& Ferguson, 2010; Clark,
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2005; Doedens & Meteyard, 2022; Hengst,
2020) has come a plethora of approaches to
observing and evaluating PWA in their homes,
during errands, and in natural conversations
with their partners. However, observations of
fully situated language bring their own challen-
ges, including achieving high levels of reliability
among coders and accounting for natural varia-
tions in activities/environmental contexts,
topics and communicative goals, numbers of
exchanges, and modes of communication used
across PWAs. Such factors have limited the
application of situated observations to date.

Situated language recognizes the joint in-
terplay of exchanges with a communication
partner, the multiple (verbal and nonverbal)
modes through which a message can be con-
veyed, and the contextual variables that contrib-
ute to, or distract from, discourse-level
communication success. Ultimately, considering
these aspects of situated language in assessment
and in documenting intervention outcomes will
improve the ecological and social validity of our
methods and keep the “PWA participating in
life” at the forefront of our efforts.

The current literature review documents
considerable gains that have been made in add-
ressing the inherent complexities of measuring
real-time interaction through ratings of commu-
nicative success (e.g., Leaman & Edmonds,
2021). Yet, the extant literature on communica-
tive success ratings continues to rely predomi-
nantly on standardized protocols for eliciting and
evaluating discourse genres other than conversa-
tion. Here, a review of the use of naive and
informed raters in evaluating the discourse-level
communication success of PWAs identifies the
state of what has been, and can be, learned about
communication success by appreciating the role
of the observer and their ratings for how theymay
fit in a situated language framework.

The present review unveiled considerable
diversity in the methods used to rate discourse-
level communication success, ranging from
highly situated conversational tasks to consid-
erably less situated discourse tasks. Yet, each
approach contributes to our understanding of
language use in aphasia. Holland (1982) in-
volved the most highly situated language use, as
the PWAs interacted with communication
partners using multimodal communication in

real-life situations with abundant opportunities
to build common ground. This study recog-
nized that PWAs can be successful communi-
cators despite the severity of their aphasia
profiles, particularly when they use total com-
munication strategies and when the function of
the informational exchange is prioritized. This
approach’s benefits, unfortunately, lead directly
to its drawbacks: the conversations happened in
real time and were not recorded; the metrics
were not standardized; and the concept of success
was not objectively defined. Since then,
attempts to systematize highly situated conver-
sational observations have yielded protocols
that provide experimental control (Leaman &
Edmonds, 2019, 2021) and rating scales for
communication success (e.g., Ramsberger &
Rende, 2002) that demonstrate good to excel-
lent psychometric properties. Using live and
video-recorded conversations and co-construc-
ted story retells observers in these four studies
have documented the critical, positive impact
that each PWA’s repertoire of multimodal
communication strategies can have on commu-
nicative success. Also, these investigations have
highlighted that conversational partners (and
observers) who are more familiar/knowledge-
able with the PWA and who foster co-const-
ructed exchanges also foster more successful
communication.

Thus, also building upon the foundation of
Holland’s (1982) conversational work has been
the development of treatment approaches desig-
ned to train PWA and/or their communication
partners to implement strategies that facilitate
supportive, co-constructed interactions. Hickey
et al. (2004), Hickey and Rondeau (2005),
Hopper et al. (2002), and Kagan et al. (2001)
found overwhelming evidence documenting the
success of communication partner training based
on the ratings of observers who were unfamiliar
with aphasia, intervention, or the transactional
nature of situated language.

While the field has made considerable
progress in rating the communicative success
of PWA in conversations, such ratings predom-
inantly continue to be used within more struc-
tured, less situated discourse tasks. The
discourse tasks included in this review varied
widely in terms of genre or type (personal
narratives, picture descriptions/sequences, story
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retells procedural recitations, word descrip-
tions), speaker (monologue vs. joint construc-
tion), spontaneity (spontaneous vs. scripted),
and content familiarity (unfamiliar, familiar,
overlearned). Furthermore, the variables rated
in less situated tasks were not referred to as
“communicative success”; instead, common
metrics used across studies included informa-
tiveness, effectiveness, favorability, and comfort
of the PWA, the partner, and/or the listener/
rater. While these studies had low to no re-
quirement for interaction (i.e., were monolo-
gues), many manipulated the other aspects of
situated language—by either allowing/disallo-
wing multimodal communication or by varying
the amount of shared context. For example, de
Beer et al. (2017) and Rose et al. (2017) directly
contrasted how well a rater understood the
information shared in personal narratives
when exposed to audio only (speech), visual
only (gesture), or full video (speech and ges-
ture), which corroborated findings from con-
versation that unfamiliar observers perceive
greater communicative success/access more in-
formation from the PWA when multimodal
strategies are used. This finding was particularly
true for PWAs who struggle with fluent verbal
expression, highlighting the importance of
using more situated assessments to fully capture
the communicative abilities of such individuals.

There is also value in considering discourse-
level communication success when tasks remove
multimodal communication, as it provides infor-
mation about how much an observer can glean
from the least situated communication environ-
ment. Such studies have illustrated that when
raters focus either on narrow aspects of discourse
(e.g., content and clarity in Ulatowska et al.,
1983; coherence inKong et al., 2018) or onbroad
perceptions/feelings about the speaker with
aphasia (e.g., liveliness [Groenewold et al.,
2014] or favorability [Behrns et al., 2009; Har-
mon et al., 2016]), raters can detect differences
between PWA and controls. Furthermore, these
ratings may be valid metrics that align with
results fromobjectivemacro/microstructural dis-
course analyses. Also, the degree to which obser-
vers share contextual knowledgewith the speaker
with aphasia may also impact the success of
communicative attempts (e.g., knowing possible
target words improves prediction of those words

when a PWA is having difficulty with word
finding; Tompkins et al., 2006).

One limitation to the use of raters in evalu-
ating discourse-level communication success is
implicit bias. In some studies, observers indicated
their preferences or perceptions about speakers
with aphasia, revealing their biases and how
those biases may influence the meaningfulness
of their ratings. For example, raters prefer more
fluent verbal expression (Harmon et al., 2016);
they also assume that PWAsdo not like to speak,
or their discourse is uninteresting relative to
controls (Behrns et al., 2009).While these biases
may point to possible treatment targets, such as
improving fluency, they alsohighlight a potential
disincentive for partners to engage with PWAs.
Thus, the preconceived assumption of commu-
nication partners entering situated exchanges
with PWA may pose a barrier to successful
communication. Similar to results from ratings
of conversations, ratings of less situated discourse
likewise suggest that training communication
partners is essential to easing and improving
communication quality and success for PWA.
While few communication partners may receive
such training, limiting PWAs’ communicative
participation across daily activities, enriching
these interactions through training may have
far-reaching benefits to their social well-being.
This premise is similar to many successful inter-
vention approaches for individuals with cogni-
tive-communication disorders (c.f., Togher
et al., 2023).

Limitations of Observer’s Ratings of

Communication Success

Doyle et al. (1987) noted that “social validation
measures… are crucial to evaluating the effec-
tiveness of treatment programs” and “they have
value as pretreatment measures for selecting
responses to be targeted for intervention”
(p. 153). The social validation measures used in
Doyle et al’s study were ratings of sentence
production adequacy (i.e., stimuli designed to
elicit trained structures) in PWAs who partici-
pated in a syntax treatment. Given that ratings
were not based on discourse, this study was
excluded from the present literature review.
However, the study’s results highlight a key
limitation of observer’s ratings that was not
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apparent in included studies: ratings of syntactic
adequacy did not reflect improvements following
treatment, whereas studies with ratings of infor-
mativeness, effectiveness, comfort, ease, and skill
did find associations between improved ratings
and improvement on objective discourse analysis
metrics (see Table 2). While Doyle and collea-
gues hypothesized that raters’ lackof sensitivity to
treatment improvements related to the relatively
poor outcome of one PWA, another explanation
is that naive raters are not as sensitive to syntactic
adequacy as they are to the overall conveyance of
meaning and content. That is, because adequacy
was defined for raters as the communication of an
unambiguous description of the elicitation stim-
ulus, naive listeners may not have felt that the
PWA’s use of a particular syntactic structure was
essential to clearly describing the picture. This
explanation is speculative, but it illustrates naive
listeners’ utility in identifying key aspects of a
person’s message that are essential to successful
communication. In the present review, raters
were sensitive not only to the informativeness
of content included in PWAs’ discourse but also
to the skill, ease, and comfort with which they
speak. Thus, the use of naive raters as socially
valid metrics may be best suited to certain aspects
of language (e.g., communicative success, infor-
mativeness) as compared to others (e.g., syntax).
By nature, this may reflect the degree to which a
language sample is situated, as certain elements
(e.g., form)maynotbe essentialwhen raters focus
on the function of interactive, multimodal com-
munication that is supported by a context of
considerable shared knowledge/common
ground.

CONCLUSION
Audrey Holland’s legacy in aphasiology is vast
but centered on the need for clinicians and
researchers to focus on the person with aphasia.
This traditional literature review built upon one
of her many works, which demonstrated the
value of all aspects of situated language from
the perspective of the PWA, their communica-
tion partner, and the observer. Audrey’s empha-
sis in 1982was not on the observer, per se, but on
successful communication. Ultimately, it is
the PWA and their frequent communication
partners that are central to that success, and

Audrey Holland wholeheartedly supported the
focus on those partners, as seen in the research of
Leaman and Edmonds (2024), Hickey et al.
(2004), Hickey and Rondeau (2005), Kagan and
colleagues (2001), andmany others. The current
study highlighted the key role observer’s ratings
play in exploring factors that contribute to
PWAs’ communicative success when engaging
with people they encounter in daily life.We look
forward to observing how future superheroes for
PWA will continue to use observers’ ratings to
help PWA participate more fully in their lives.
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