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UNDERSTANDING THE READING
COMPREHENSION BATTERY FOR
APHASIA

Aphasia is a complex language disorder
that can profoundly change how a
person communicates, often following a
stroke, brain injury, or neurological
condition. While many people associate
aphasia primarily with speaking
difficulties, reading comprehension can
also be severely affected. For clinicians,
educators, and families, accurately
assessing these reading difficulties is
essential for designing effective therapy.
This is where the Reading
Comprehension Battery for Aphasia
(RCBA) becomes an indispensable tool.
This article explores what the RCBA is,
why it matters, how it works, and how its
insights can transform the rehabilitation
journey for individuals living with
aphasia.

WHAT IS THE READING
COMPREHENSION BATTERY FOR
APHASIA?

The Reading Comprehension Battery
for Aphasia is a standardized
assessment tool specifically designed to
evaluate the reading abilities of
individuals who have acquired aphasia.
Unlike general reading tests, the RCBA
focuses on the unique linguistic deficits
that accompany aphasia, such as

difficulty understanding written words,
sentences, or paragraphs. The battery
helps clinicians pinpoint exactly where
comprehension breaks down, whether at
the level of single-word recognition,
syntactic processing, or discourse-level
understanding.

Originally developed by Dr. Leonard L.
LaPointe and later revised by Dr. Robert
H. Brookshire, the RCBA has undergone
several iterations, with the most recent
version being the RCBA-2. This updated
version includes a broader range of
stimuli and refined scoring criteria,
making it even more sensitive to subtle
reading impairments. The battery is
widely used by speech-language
pathologists, neuropsychologists, and
rehabilitation specialists in clinical
settings, research institutions, and
educational programs.

Who Benefits
from the RCBA?

The primary beneficiaries of the
Reading Comprehension Battery for
Aphasia are adults with acquired
aphasia, typically resulting from left-
hemisphere stroke, traumatic brain
injury, or progressive neurological
conditions such as primary progressive
aphasia. However, the test can also be
adapted for younger populations with
similar language disorders. The RCBA is
particularly valuable for individuals who
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have difficulty reading despite intact
vision and basic cognitive functions, as it
isolates language-specific reading
impairments from other potential
causes.

Clinicians use the RCBA to establish a
baseline of reading ability, monitor
changes over time, and guide treatment
planning. For researchers, the battery
offers a reliable and valid measure for
studying the nature of reading deficits in
aphasia and evaluating the efficacy of
interventions. Ultimately, the insights
gained from the RCBA help tailor therapy
to the individual's specific needs,
improving their quality of life and
functional communication.

WHY READING COMPREHENSION
MATTERS IN APHASIA

Reading is more than a leisure activity; it
is a fundamental skill for navigating daily
life. For individuals with aphasia, reading
difficulties can lead to social isolation,
reduced independence, and decreased
confidence.  Understanding  written
instructions, reading a menu, following
news headlines, or enjoying a book can
become frustrating or impossible tasks.
The Reading Comprehension Battery
for Aphasia addresses these challenges
by providing a clear picture of the
person's strengths and weaknesses,
allowing therapists to focus on the most
impactful areas.

Reading comprehension deficits in
aphasia can take many forms. Some
individuals struggle with letter and word
recognition, a condition known as alexic
aphasia. Others can decode words but
cannot grasp their meaning, which is
referred to as transcortical sensory
aphasia. Still others have difficulty
understanding complex sentence
structures or following narrative

passages. The RCBA helps differentiate
these subtypes, ensuring that
intervention is precise and effective.

KEY COMPONENTS OF THE
READING COMPREHENSION
BATTERY FOR APHASIA

The RCBA is composed of several
subtests, each targeting a different
aspect of reading comprehension.
Understanding these components helps
clinicians and families appreciate the
depth of information the battery
provides. While the exact structure may
vary by version, the core elements
remain consistent.

Single-Word
Comprehension

This subtest assesses the ability to
match a written word to its
corresponding picture or object. It is a
fundamental skill that often remains
intact in milder forms of aphasia but can
be severely impaired in global or mixed
aphasia. The Reading Comprehension
Battery for Aphasia uses a set of
common nouns and verbs, presented in
a multiple-choice format, to evaluate this
skill. Performance on this subtest reveals
whether the individual can access the
meaning of individual words from their
written form.

Sentence
Comprehension

Here, the individual reads a sentence
and then selects the picture that best
represents its meaning. This subtest
moves beyond single words to evaluate
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syntactic processing, including
understanding of word order, verb tense,
negation, and embedding. For example,
a sentence like "The dog is chasing the
cat" requires the reader to process who
is doing what to whom. The RCBA
includes sentences of varying complexity
to capture the full range of abilities.

Paragraph
Comprehension

This subtest assesses the ability to read
and understand longer passages of text,
such as a short story or an informational
paragraph. After reading, the individual
answers questions about the main idea,
details, and inferences. This is a critical
skill for daily living, from reading a
newspaper article to following a recipe.
The Reading Comprehension Battery
for Aphasia includes paragraphs at
different reading levels to accommodate
a wide range of abilities.

Functional
Reading

Some versions of the RCBA also include
a subtest for functional reading, which
involves interpreting real-world materials
such as signs, labels, menus, and
medication instructions. This component
is particularly valuable for assessing how
reading difficulties affect everyday
activities. It bridges the gap between
clinical assessment and real-world
application, making the battery highly
relevant for rehabilitation goals.

HOW THE RCBA IS
ADMINISTERED AND SCORED

The Reading Comprehension Battery

for Aphasia is typically administered by
a trained speech-language pathologist in
a quiet, distraction-free environment.
The session lasts between 30 and 60
minutes, depending on the individual's
stamina and the number of subtests
administered. The test is designed to be
sensitive to fatigue, with breaks allowed
as needed.

Each subtest is scored based on
accuracy, and raw scores are converted
to percentile ranks or standard scores,
depending on the version. The results
are then interpreted in the context of the
individual's overall language profile,
including their performance on tests of
spoken language, writing, and cognition.
The RCBA also provides qualitative
information, such as the types of errors
made (e.g., semantic vs. visual errors),
which can guide intervention strategies.

CLINICAL AND PRACTICAL
APPLICATIONS OF THE RCBA

The value of the Reading
Comprehension Battery for Aphasia
extends far beyond the initial
assessment. Its results directly inform
treatment planning, goal setting, and
progress monitoring. For example, if an
individual shows strong single-word
comprehension but significant difficulty
with sentences, therapy can focus on
syntactic strategies, such as chunking or
using contextual cues. If paragraph
comprehension is a challenge, the
therapist might work on summarizing,
predicting, or using graphic organizers.

The RCBA also plays a crucial role in
documenting treatment efficacy. By re-
administering the battery at intervals,
clinicians can objectively measure
whether reading skills are improving,
plateauing, or declining. This data is
invaluable for adjusting therapy



approaches, justifying continued
services, and communicating with
insurance providers or family members.

Research and
Evidence-Based
Practice

In the research community, the Reading
Comprehension Battery for Aphasia
is a cornerstone of evidence-based
practice. Numerous studies have used
the RCBA to investigate the nature of
reading deficits in various aphasia
subtypes, the relationship between
reading and spoken language, and the
effects of specific interventions. For
instance, research has shown that
individuals with non-fluent aphasia often
perform better on the RCBA than those

with fluent aphasia, reflecting
differences  in  underlying  neural
mechanisms.

Additionally, the RCBA has been used to
evaluate the effectiveness of computer-
based reading programs,
pharmacotherapy, and transcranial
magnetic stimulation. Its standardised
nature ensures that findings across
studies are comparable, advancing the
field's understanding of aphasia and its
treatment.

LIMITATIONS AND
CONSIDERATIONS

While the Reading Comprehension
Battery for Aphasia is a powerful tool,
it is not without limitations. One
consideration is that the battery was
originally developed and normed on
English-speaking populations, which may
limit its applicability to speakers of other

languages or dialects. Clinicians working
with multilingual individuals need to
interpret results with caution and
consider supplementing the RCBA with
culturally and linguistically appropriate
materials.

Another limitation is that the RCBA
primarily assesses reading
comprehension in isolation, without the
contextual supports that often exist in
real-world reading, such as prior
knowledge, illustrations, or the ability to
reread. Therefore, performance on the
RCBA may underestimate functional
reading ability in some individuals.
Clinicians should always consider the
battery's results alongside observations
of reading in natural settings.

Finally, the RCBA requires a certain level
of attention, motivation, and cognitive
function. Individuals with significant
attentional deficits, visual neglect, or
severe cognitive impairment may not be
able to complete the full battery. In such
cases, clinicians must adapt the
assessment or use alternative tools to
gather information about reading
abilities.

COMPLEMENTARY ASSESSMENTS
AND A HOLISTIC APPROACH

The Reading Comprehension Battery
for Aphasia is most effective when
used as part of a comprehensive
assessment battery. Other important
tools include the Western Aphasia
Battery for overall language function, the
Boston Naming Test for word retrieval,
and various tests of cognitive flexibility
and working memory. Together, these
assessments provide a holistic picture of
the individual's communicative and
cognitive strengths and needs.

For families and caregivers,
understanding the results of the RCBA
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can be empowering. It demystifies the
reading challenges their loved one faces
and offers a roadmap for supporting
reading at home. Simple strategies, such
as using large print, breaking text into
smaller chunks, and discussing content
before reading, can make a significant
difference. The RCBA's results can guide
these recommendations, making them
more targeted and effective.

CONCLUSION

The Reading Comprehension Battery
for Aphasia remains a gold standard for
assessing reading comprehension in
individuals with aphasia. By isolating the
specific components of reading, from
single words to connected paragraphs, it
offers  clinicians, researchers, and
families a nuanced understanding of
each person's unique profile. This insight
is the foundation for personalised,

effective intervention that can restore
confidence, independence, and joy in
reading.

As the field of aphasia rehabilitation
continues to evolve, the RCBA will
undoubtedly adapt, incorporating
advances in neuroimaging, digital
technology, and culturally responsive
assessment. For now, it stands as an
essential tool in the journey toward
recovery, reminding us that even when
language is disrupted, the human
capacity for connection and
understanding endures. Whether you are
a clinician seeking to refine your
practice, a researcher exploring the
frontiers of language science, or a family
member supporting a loved one, the
Reading Comprehension Battery for
Aphasia offers clarity, direction, and
hope.



