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Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Clinical Neuropsychology, Speech-Language Pathology,
Neurology

1. Core Definition

The Western Aphasia Battery (WAB) is a highly standardized, comprehensive psycholinguistic
assessment tool designed specifically for the evaluation of language function in adults who have
suffered neurological damage, most commonly due to stroke or traumatic brain injury, resulting in
aphasia. Developed by Andrew Kertesz in 1980 and subsequently revised (WAB-R), the battery
serves multiple critical clinical functions: determining the presence and severity of language
impairment, classifying the specific type of aphasia according to established neuroanatomical
models, and providing objective metrics that can be tracked over time to monitor recovery or the
effectiveness of therapeutic interventions. Unlike brief bedside screening tools, the WAB offers a
deep and multifaceted exploration of the patient's linguistic abilities across all modalities.

The fundamental goal of the WAB is not simply to identify that a language deficit exists, but to
characterize the precise profile of spared and impaired abilities that define the disorder. It achieves
this by assessing a wide array of linguistic skills, including both receptive and expressive
components. The results derived from the WAB are typically quantified into key scores, primarily
the Aphasia Quotient (AQ), which reflects the severity of the primary language deficit, and the
Cortical Quotient (CQ), which incorporates non-linguistic cognitive functions. This comprehensive
approach allows clinicians to distinguish subtle differences between aphasia syndromes, such as
distinguishing between Broca's aphasia, Wernicke's aphasia, conduction aphasia, and global
aphasia, which are essential for targeted treatment planning.

The WAB is structured to provide an objective, quantifiable framework for the diagnosis of acquired
language disorders. Its widespread acceptance stems from its adherence to rigorous psychometric
standards regarding reliability and validity. The administration of the battery is systematic, involving
specific instructions and scoring criteria that minimize examiner variability. The resulting data not
only assists speech-language pathologists (SLPs) in developing individualized treatment goals but
also provides neurologists with crucial information regarding the correlation between behavioral
deficits and underlying lesion locations, relying heavily on the classical localizationist theories of
language processing in the brain.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The Western Aphasia Battery was first conceptualized and published in the early 1980s by Dr.
Andrew Kertesz, a prominent Canadian neurologist and researcher. The development of the WAB
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was rooted firmly in the traditions of the Boston Diagnostic Aphasia Examination (BDAE), often
considered the dominant assessment paradigm of the era. However, Kertesz sought to create a
tool that retained the BDAE's comprehensive scope while offering a more streamlined
administration process and clearer scoring system, particularly regarding the formal classification
of aphasic syndromes. The term "Western" refers to the University of Western Ontario, where
Kertesz conducted his seminal research and developed the battery.

The theoretical foundation underpinning the original WAB and its subsequent revision is the classic
neurological model of language, often referred to as the Boston Classification System. This
system links specific language deficits (e.g., poor repetition, fluent but empty speech) to damage in
particular brain regions (e.g., Broca's area, Wernicke's area, arcuate fasciculus). Kertesz designed
the WAB subtests to isolate and test the integrity of these hypothesized linguistic components,
thereby allowing the examiner to calculate relative strengths and weaknesses that map directly
onto the criteria for distinct aphasia types. This emphasis on classification distinguishes the WAB
as a crucial diagnostic instrument used worldwide.

In 2007, Kertesz published the revised version, the Western Aphasia Battery-Revised (WAB-R).
This revision addressed several limitations of the original battery, including updating normative
data, refining certain test items to improve cultural fairness, adding new non-linguistic subtests
(such as praxis and constructional tasks) to provide a more complete picture of cortical function,
and clarifying the scoring criteria. The WAB-R remains the standard version utilized in clinical and
research settings today, continuing the tradition of providing a gold standard measure for the
diagnosis and longitudinal tracking of acquired language disorders in adults.

3. Key Characteristics

Classification Focus: The WAB is primarily designed to categorize aphasia into one of the
established types (e.g., Transcortical Motor, Anomic, Global) by comparing performance across
four main linguistic domains: spontaneous speech, auditory comprehension, repetition, and
naming. This feature is fundamental to its clinical utility.

Comprehensive Scope: It assesses a wide spectrum of language modalities, ensuring that all
aspects--input (listening, reading) and output (speaking, writing)--are systematically evaluated,
preventing a narrow diagnosis based on expressive deficits alone.

Quantifiable Metrics: The battery yields objective scores, most notably the Aphasia Quotient
(AQ), which ranges from 0 (no functional language) to 100 (normal language function). These
numerical scores allow for reliable tracking of progress or decline over treatment periods or natural
recovery phases.

Inclusion of Non-Linguistic Tasks: The WAB-R includes tasks beyond pure language, such as
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drawing, calculation, and praxis (skilled movement). These tasks are incorporated into the Cortical
Quotient (CQ), providing insight into generalized cortical integrity and differentiating pure aphasia
from broader cognitive deficits.

4. Structure and Subtests

The WAB-R is generally divided into two main parts: the bedside examination, which yields the
critical classification data and the Aphasia Quotient (AQ), and the supplemental language and non-
language tests, which contribute to the Cortical Quotient (CQ). The full battery typically requires
between 60 to 90 minutes to administer, though the bedside portion can be completed more
rapidly. The core of the examination focuses on the four principal language functions essential for
classification.

The first key section assesses Spontaneous Speech, which is evaluated across two dimensions:
content and fluency. The examiner engages the patient in a conversation and asks them to
describe a picture (such as the Cookie Theft picture). Fluency is scored based on phrase length,
melodic line, articulatory agility, and grammatical form, while content is scored based on
information density and relevance. These metrics are crucial for distinguishing fluent aphasias (like
Wernicke's) from non-fluent aphasias (like Broca's). The second critical section is Auditory
Comprehension, which progresses from simple yes/no questions to sequential commands and
complex sentence comprehension, ensuring a thorough evaluation of receptive language ability.

The remaining two sections driving the AQ are Repetition and Naming/Word Retrieval.
Repetition tasks involve echoing words, phrases, and sentences of increasing complexity,
providing a vital distinction between transcortical aphasias (where repetition is relatively intact) and
perisylvian aphasias (where repetition is impaired). Naming tasks are comprehensive, including
confrontation naming (objects, pictures), word fluency (generating items within a category), and
sentence completion. Finally, the supplemental testing includes detailed assessment of Reading
(e.g., reading comprehension and oral reading), Writing (e.g., spelling, copying, writing to
dictation), and Calculation, offering a holistic view of the patient's overall communication and
cognitive status.

5. Administration and Scoring

The administration of the WAB-R must be conducted by a trained clinician, typically a speech-
language pathologist, following standardized protocols meticulously to ensure the validity and
reliability of the scores. The examiner must establish rapport, ensure optimal testing conditions,
and adhere strictly to the prompts and scoring rules provided in the manual. This standardization is
vital because deviations can significantly impact the derived quotients and subsequent
classification. Scoring for each item is binary or based on specific performance criteria (e.g., 0, 1, 2
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points), ensuring objectivity.

The primary clinical output of the WAB-R is the calculation of two major quotients. The Aphasia
Quotient (AQ) is calculated based solely on the scores from the four core language subtests:
Spontaneous Speech, Auditory Comprehension, Repetition, and Naming. The raw scores from
these sections are totaled and converted to a percentile score that indicates the severity of the
language impairment. An AQ score above 93.8 typically signifies normal performance, while scores
below 50 indicate severe to global aphasia. The AQ is the single most important index for
determining the diagnosis and severity of the aphasic syndrome.

The second major index is the Cortical Quotient (CQ). This broader metric incorporates the AQ
along with the scores derived from the non-language subtests, including Praxis,
Visuospatial/Constructional tasks, and supplemental Reading and Writing scores. The CQ provides
an estimate of general cognitive and cortical integrity beyond the core language system. This
distinction is crucial for differentiating pure aphasia from a more widespread cognitive deficit that
may complicate the language profile. Clinicians utilize both the AQ and the specific pattern of
subtest scores to reach a definitive classification (e.g., Broca's Aphasia) and to establish a precise
baseline for measuring recovery.

6. Clinical Significance and Applications

The Western Aphasia Battery holds immense clinical significance, serving as a cornerstone
diagnostic tool in neurological rehabilitation settings globally. Its primary application lies in the initial
diagnosis of aphasia following acute neurological events. By providing a rapid and reliable
classification of the aphasia type, the WAB enables medical teams to correlate behavioral deficits
with neuroimaging findings, confirming the localization of the brain injury and providing prognostic
indicators regarding expected recovery pathways.

Beyond initial diagnosis, the WAB is indispensable for treatment planning in speech-language
pathology. The detailed breakdown of scores across modalities allows the SLP to pinpoint specific
impairments--such as a disproportionate deficit in auditory memory versus semantic
comprehension--which informs the selection of specific therapeutic techniques. For example, a
patient classified with Transcortical Motor Aphasia (characterized by non-fluent speech but
excellent repetition) requires therapeutic approaches that differ fundamentally from those used for
a patient with Conduction Aphasia (fluent speech but profoundly impaired repetition). Longitudinal
administration of the WAB provides objective evidence of treatment efficacy, justifying therapeutic
services and guiding adjustments to intervention strategies.

Furthermore, the WAB is extensively used in aphasia research. Because it is highly standardized
and widely recognized, the WAB allows researchers worldwide to compare participant groups
reliably. Whether studying the efficacy of novel drug treatments, investigating the neural basis of
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language recovery using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), or exploring linguistic
theories through patient data, the WAB provides the necessary common metric. Its capacity to
quantify severity (AQ) and classify syndrome type ensures that research findings are robust and
comparable across diverse international studies.

7. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its status as a gold standard assessment, the WAB is subject to several ongoing debates
and criticisms within the fields of aphasiology and neuropsychology. One of the most prominent
criticisms revolves around its foundational reliance on the Boston Classification System. Critics
argue that this localizationist model, while useful for teaching and initial diagnosis, often fails to
capture the complexity and variability seen in real-world aphasia profiles. Many patients do not fit
neatly into a single category (e.g., they may present with "mixed" or "atypical" aphasia), leading to
potential oversimplification of complex language impairments by forcing them into rigid diagnostic
boxes.

A second significant criticism concerns the administration time and potential biases. The full WAB-
R is lengthy, requiring substantial time and cognitive effort from the patient, which can be
challenging for acutely impaired or fatigued individuals. Moreover, like many standardized tests
developed in North America, the WAB has faced scrutiny regarding cultural and linguistic
appropriateness. While revisions have attempted to mitigate this, the content (e.g., specific
objects for naming, cultural knowledge assumed in comprehension tasks) and the normative data
may not be perfectly applicable to diverse multicultural populations or speakers of languages
structurally different from English, potentially leading to misclassification or inaccurate severity
scoring for non-native English speakers.

Finally, some researchers argue that the WAB, while excellent for classification, may not be
sensitive enough to detect subtle, functional changes in communication that are highly relevant to
the patient's daily life. Its focus is on linguistic structure and integrity rather than pragmatic
communication skills or social interaction abilities. As such, clinicians often pair the WAB with more
functionally-oriented measures, such as the Communicative Effectiveness Index (CETI), to gain a
complete picture of the patient's overall communicative capacity, acknowledging that a high AQ
does not always translate directly into high real-world communicative success.

Further Reading

Western Aphasia Battery - Wikipedia
Western Aphasia Battery-Revised (WAB-R) Official Information

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA)
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