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RESEARCH ARTICLE

BACKGROUND: Communication partner training (CPT) 
involves educating conversation partners to implement 
communication strategies that facilitate improved interac-
tions with people with aphasia (PWA). This study aimed to 
investigate (1) whether a CPT program increased the 
knowledge and confidence of students with and without a 
communication disorders background and (2) the differen-
tial effects of this training on students from different allied 
health disciplines. METHODS: Quasi-experimental design 
study with 6 adult volunteers with aphasia and 36 students 
(18 speech-language pathology [SLP] students and 18 
physical therapy/occupational therapy [PT/OT] students). 
The CPT program was provided twice (in 2015 and 2016) as 
a single seminar at an American university. RESULTS: All 
students reported increased confidence in communicating 
with PWA and were able to identify a greater number of 
appropriate communication strategies after the CPT than 
they could identify before the training. The SLP students 
demonstrated greater aphasia knowledge than the PT/OT 
students prior to training; only the PT/OT students 
reported increased knowledge about aphasia after training. 
DISCUSSION: Involvement of PWA in CPT programs may 
be particularly important in enabling students to develop 
confidence in communicating with PWA. Practice opportu-
nities with PWA can be provided as early as the beginning 
of didactic coursework through an interdisciplinary CPT 
program. J Allied Health 2022; 51(2):110–115. 
 
 
COMMUNICATION PARTNER TRAINING (CPT) is 
a commonly used environmental approach for treating 

aphasia. The purpose of training conversation partners 
is to implement communication strategies that facilitate 
improved interactions with people with aphasia 
(PWA).[1–3] Based upon our literature review, there are 
two main approaches to CPT: Those that focus on a 
dyad’s interactional patterns and those that teach gen-
eral strategies for supporting conversations with 
PWA.[4–6] Studies have shown that the latter approach 
leads conversation partners to increase their knowledge 
and confidence and to engage in more effective commu-
nication behaviors compared to the former approach.[6–9] 

The present study adopted the latter approach and 
investigated the effects of a community-engaged CPT 
program that trained graduate students who were 
enrolled in three allied health disciplines about ways to 
support communication and interaction with PWA.  
    CPT can lead to improved communication behav-
iors and beneficial psychosocial adjustments for both 
PWA and trained conversation partners. In their review 
of CPT literature, Simmons-Mackie et al. found that, 
across 43 studies that investigated behavioral changes 
in PWA, 12 reported improved language outcomes and 
38 reported improved outcomes related to communica-
tion activities and participation.[2,3] Although 7 studies 
reported some improvement in language outcomes, the 
most common behavioral improvements identified for 
PWA were observed in communication activities and 
participation (e.g., strategy use, quality of communica-
tion, etc.).[2,3] Similarly, Simmons-Mackie et al. found 
that most studies revealed that the communication 
skills of the conversation partners who participated in 
the training program also improved.[2,3]  
    In addition to improving the communication 
behaviors of PWA, CPT is effective in improving the 
knowledge and confidence of aspiring healthcare pro-
fessionals. Intervention studies have shown that after 
participating in a CPT program, students from nursing 
assistant, occupational therapy (OT), and physical 
therapy (PT) disciplines all demonstrated increased 
knowledge about aphasia and a better understanding 
of appropriate communication strategies to use with 
PWA.[9,10] This was evidenced by the participants’ 
improved scores on multiple choice questions and 
their ability to identify a greater number of effective 
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communication strategies than they were able to iden-
tify prior to training.[9,10] Notably, OT and PT students 
also have shown significantly increased confidence 
following CPT.[9]   
    In addition to improving students’ knowledge and 
confidence, CPT programs also show promise for 
improving the knowledge and confidence of current 
healthcare providers. For example, one program imple-
mented CPT for 52 healthcare providers from a variety 
of specialist areas in a metropolitan hospital.[8] Similar 
to the OT/PT students, the healthcare providers at this 
hospital increased their confidence in communicating 
with PWA and were able to identify a greater number of 
effective communication strategies than they could 
identify before participating in the program.[8]  
    Despite the promise of these programs to improve 
students’ knowledge and confidence, limitations are 
present in previous studies. Researchers have investi-
gated the effectiveness of CPT programs based solely on 
the participation of homogeneous groups of students 
with or without previous aphasia education, and most 
of the programs excluded speech-language pathology 
(SLP) students altogether.[7,9,10] Cameron et al. enrolled 
21 PT and 7 OT students into their CPT program and 
excluded those who “previously had frequent interac-
tion with PWA.”[9(p150)] Welsh and Szabo also enrolled 
students with limited prior knowledge about aphasia 
into their CPT program which, over the course of 2 
years, trained 256 nursing assistant students.[10] Finch et 
al. investigated the effects of their CPT program on SLP 
students in a university setting.[7] They recruited 38 stu-
dents who had completed aphasia-related coursework 
but who had not yet had substantial clinical contact 
with PWA. Finch et al. then randomly allocated the stu-
dents to an experimental (training) group or control (no 
training) group and found that the experimental group 
of students who attended a 20-minute lecture about 
strategies for effective communication with PWA scored 
higher in their ability to provide supported conversa-
tions, used more props, and introduced more communi-
cation ideas compared to students in the control group 
who received no training.[7] However, the Finch et al. 
study did not report the program’s impacts on the SLP 
students’ confidence and knowledge in working with 
PWA.[7] Moreover, no study has directly investigated the 
differential effects of CPT programs on students with 
and without aphasia-related coursework and training.[8–
10] Following the principles of interdisciplinary educa-
tion and practice while addressing shortcomings in the 
literature, this study involved PT, OT, and SLP students 
who were in the early stages of didactic coursework.   
    In addition to involving students with and without 
aphasia-related background knowledge, this study took 
place over a relatively short time. Indeed, the relatively 
short time (less than 2 hours) required for training 
makes CPT program implementation feasible across 

different settings (e.g., academic, healthcare, business 
settings, etc.), but the training of PWA as volunteers can 
still require significant time (e.g., 12 hours of training 
across 6 weeks).[7–10] For the current study, training PWA 
as volunteers consisted of a 1-hour meeting that was 
held 1 week prior to their participation in the CPT pro-
gram. A local aphasia group assisted with identifying 
and recruiting appropriate candidates (i.e., PWA) to 
participate in this study’s CPT program based on the 
severity of their symptoms, motivation, and interest.  
    The purpose of the present study was to (1) deter-
mine if a CPT program can increase the knowledge and 
confidence of students with and without a communica-
tion disorders background and (2) investigate the differ-
ential effects of CPT on students from different allied 
health disciplines.  
 

Methods 
 
This study adopted a quasi-experimental research 
design with no control groups. Participants were 
invited to complete a survey both before and after par-
ticipating in the CPT program. Ethical approval was 
granted by the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill Institutional Review Board for research that 
involves human subjects (June 2014, IRB #14-404). Par-
ticipant informed consent was obtained prior to 
research activity. 
 
Participants 
  
The authors used convenience sampling for this study 
and recruited student participants from the PT, OT, and 
SLP divisions within the university where the authors 
implemented the CPT program. Program participation 
was voluntary and held separate from other required 
courses. Participants could, therefore, leave the pro-
gram or skip any program activity (including survey 
completion) at any time.  
    This CPT program occurred in both 2015 and 2016. 
In 2015, approximately 30 students participated in all 
parts of the CPT program; in 2016, approximately 36 
students participated. Yet, as it was not required, a total 
of only 36 students (18 SLP, 14 PT, 4 OT) completed 
both the pre- and post-program surveys across both 
years of the program (Year 2015: 15 SLP, 9 PT, 2 OT. 
Year 2016: 3 SLP, 5 PT, 2 OT). Our greater response 
from SLP students compared with students from other 
allied health professions (i.e., PT/OT) may have been 
the result of these students being more naturally inter-
ested in learning about aphasia and communication. 
As is common in therapy professions, most of the stu-
dent participants were female (31), with a mean age of 
25.4 years. With the exception of one PT student, all 
participants had heard the word ‘aphasia’ prior to the 
training and 22 (61%) students had met someone with 
aphasia. Across the 2 years of the CPT program, a total 
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of 6 PWA, who were recruited from a local aphasia 
group, volunteered to participate. Their involvement 
allowed the students to practice communication strate-
gies with the PWA as part of the program. 
 
Procedure 
 
The same procedure was followed in both years of the 
program. The authors invited first-year students from 
the SLP, PT, and OT divisions to attend a CPT seminar 
at the start of the students’ graduate programs. The 
authors also encouraged the students to complete a 
brief survey before and after the one-time training ses-
sion. One week prior to the CPT program, the authors 
provided 1-hour training to the PWA volunteers and 
addressed any of their concerns and questions. 
    The CPT program took place in a single 2.5-hour 
three-part session. First, a SLP volunteer from a local 
aphasia group provided a 30-minute lecture about apha-
sia and explained effective communication strategies 
with PWA.[11] Examples of communication strategies 
mentioned during this presentation included those 
designed to help PWA receive language (e.g., using hand 
movements and gestures, using simple sentence struc-
ture, writing down key words) and those designed to 
help PWA produce language (e.g., encouraging other 
modes of expression such as gestures and writing, offer-
ing choices, giving the person adequate time). Second, 
PWA described their experiences of living with aphasia 
to the entire group over a 45-minute period. Finally, stu-
dents were divided into five to six interdisciplinary 
groups (around 3 SLP, 2 PT, and 1 OT per group) and 
paired with a PWA with whom they could converse and 
practice communication strategies they had just learned 
during a 45-minute period. These small groups were 
facilitated by an individual who had experience with 
CPT. The remaining 30 minutes of the CPT session 
were composed of a welcome and orientation period, 
transition time, and break time. 
    Prior to and following participation in the session, 
all students were invited to complete a brief survey. The 
pre- and post-program survey questions were identical 
and included (1) five background/demographic ques-
tions, (2) three true/false (T/F) questions that assessed 
basic knowledge about aphasia (“aphasia can affect a 
person’s ability to read and write,” “a person with 
chronic aphasia will stop recovering one year after 
onset,” “a person with aphasia is able to make decisions 
about healthcare and other important life matters”), (3) 
one question that asked students to rate their confi-
dence in communicating with PWA on a 100-point scale 
(“how confident do you think you would be communi-
cating with a person with aphasia?”), and (4) one open-
ended question that asked students to list effective com-
munication strategies to employ with PWA (“please 
describe any strategies or techniques that could be used 
to communicate with people with aphasia”).  

Data Analysis 
 
The authors used SPSS (ver. 26) to manage the numeric 
data and perform statistical analyses. The outcome 
variables included knowledge about aphasia (aphasia 
knowledge), which was derived from the percentage of 
true/false (T/F) questions that students answered cor-
rectly, and self-rated confidence in communicating with 
PWA (confidence). Given the small sample size found in 
OT groups and the study purpose on the exploration of 
program outcomes between students with and without 
a communication disorders background, PT and OT 
groups were combined for analysis. Preliminary analy-
ses were performed using non-parametric statistical 
tests; the results confirmed there was no need to sepa-
rate OT from PT groups. The authors first analyzed the 
variables using descriptive statistics. The authors then 
analyzed the differences in the accuracy of the T/F 
question responses and confidence ratings before and 
after the CPT program and between the two student 
groups (i.e., SLP and PT/OT) at pre- and post-program 
time points using related samples Wilcoxon signed rank 
tests and independent-samples Mann-Whitney U tests, 
respectively.   
    The authors analyzed the students’ text responses to 
the open-ended question using a three-step process. 
First, the authors identified and categorized the 
responses in terms of appropriate or inappropriate com-
munication strategies. For example, responses such as 
“not being weird,” “use commands instead of ques-
tions,” and “none” were deemed inappropriate and 
excluded from analysis. Second, the authors individu-
ally and consensus-coded all the appropriate responses 
prior to categorizing the codes by the type of communi-
cation strategy each represented.[12] Finally, the authors 
summed the number of appropriate communication 
strategies per category. 
 

Results 
 
Aphasia Knowledge and Communication  
Confidence Before and After Training 
 
Prior to training, the SLP students differed significantly 
from the PT/OT students in terms of aphasia knowl-
edge (MSLP = 92.61 (18.28); MPT/OT = 70.41 (25.28); p = 
0.01). Both groups of students, however, perceived the 
same level of confidence with regards to interacting 
with PWA (MSLP = 54.40 (13.4); MPT/OT = 54.40 (16.6); p 
= 1.00). After training, no statistically significant differ-
ence was evident regarding aphasia knowledge (MSLP = 
98.15 (7.86); MPT/OT = 94.48 (12.7); p = 0.58) or perceived 
confidence (MSLP = 84.40 (8.56); MPT/OT = 76.60 (19.70); 
p = 0.31) between the two student groups.  
    Overall, after participating in the CPT program, all 
students demonstrated significantly greater knowledge (p 
< 0.01) and confidence (p < 0.01) with regard to PWA. Dis-
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cipline-specific results showed that the PT/OT students 
demonstrated significantly greater aphasia knowledge (p 
= 0.01) and perceived themselves as more confident when 
interacting with PWA (p < 0.01) than they did prior to 
training. The SLP students reported significantly greater 
confidence when interacting with PWA (p < 0.01) than 
they did prior to training but showed no statistically sig-
nificant change in aphasia knowledge (Figure 1).  
 
Appropriate Communication Strategies  
Identified by Student Groups 
 
Four categories emerged during the coding process of 
the participants’ text responses to the open-ended ques-
tion: (1) verbal communication strategies (e.g., using key 
words, verbal cuing, rephrasing), (2) nonverbal commu-
nication strategies (e.g., gestures, sign language, posi-
tive/listening attitude), (3) instrumental support strate-
gies (e.g., writing/drawing board, pictures/visuals, and 
technology such as mobile applications), and (4) others 
(e.g., music). The number of appropriate strategies iden-
tified by SLP students increased by 271% and the 
number of appropriate strategies identified by PT/OT 
students increased by 265% (see Figure 1). Table 1 lists 
the number of appropriate communication strategies by 
category and student group. 

Discussion 
 

This study involved PWA as volunteers in a CPT pro-
gram held in a university setting that allowed students 
from three academic disciplines to practice communica-
tion strategies learned during the program. The findings 
indicate that all student participants reported increased 
confidence in communicating with PWA and could 
identify more appropriate communication strategies 
after the training than they could identify before the 
training. Only the PT/OT students increased their 
accuracy on T/F questions that were designed to test 
basic knowledge about aphasia.     
    The effectiveness of the study’s CPT program in 
terms of increasing the aphasia knowledge and commu-
nication confidence of PT/OT students is in line with 
previous findings.[9–10] Uniquely, the current study dis-
covered that after program participation, the SLP stu-
dents reported more confidence in working with PWA 
and identified more effective communication strategies 
than they identified before the program. Yet, the change 
in SLP students’ answers to the T/F questions that 
tested aphasia knowledge was not statistically signifi-
cant. This finding supports the argument that, even if 
students demonstrate a high level of knowledge about 
aphasia, they may require face-to-face communication 
practices with PWA to increase their perceived confi-
dence in interacting with PWA.  
 
Differential Effects Between PT/OT and 
SLP Students 
 
The SLP students demonstrated greater aphasia knowl-
edge prior to training and no statistically significant 
knowledge increase after training compared to the 
PT/OT students. The reason for this outcome may be 

FIGURE 1. Changes in knowledge, confidence, and communication strategies before and after participation in CPT program. Gray 
bars, PT/OT students; black bars, SLP students.

TABLE 1. Appropriate Communication Strategies 
Reported by Participants 

                               SLP Students                    PT/OT Students                      _____________________   _____________________ 
 Category        Pre-Training   Post-Training   Pre-Training   Post-Training 

  Verbal                    7                 24                  5                  7 
 Nonverbal              7                  9                  4                  8 
 Instrumental           7                 24                  8                 30 
 Total                      21                 57                 17                 45



that the study’s CPT program covered information that 
SLP students already had learned prior to applying for 
the SLP graduate program. Another explanation may 
be the ceiling effect of the current survey, which demon-
strated poor test sensitivity. Thus, the identification of 
appropriate communication strategies, which increased 
significantly for both groups, may be a more sensitive 
measure of aphasia knowledge than the T/F measure 
developed by the authors.  
    No difference was evident between the PT/OT and 
SLP students’ confidence in interacting with PWA prior 
to training. After training, both student groups 
reported increased confidence in interacting with PWA, 
with SLP students’ ratings slightly higher than those of 
the PT/OT students. This finding suggests that 
involvement of PWA in CPT programs may be particu-
larly important for students to develop confidence in 
communicating with PWA.  Allied health professionals 
frequently encounter PWA in everyday practice. There-
fore, practice opportunities with PWA can be provided 
as early as the beginning of didactic coursework 
through a CPT program or other interprofessional edu-
cation opportunities.  
 
Limitations and Future Directions 
 
Study limitations include: (1) a small sample size; (2) 
only three allied health disciplines involved; (3) the 
CPT program was implemented in one research-inten-
sive university setting in the United States. Future 
research should investigate student outcomes following 
CPT that (a) does and does not include PWA, (b) adopts 
a different format (e.g., more training sessions with 
PWA who have different aphasia profiles, online versus 
in-person training), and (c) incorporates methodologi-
cally sound outcome measures. Follow-up assessments 
also are recommended to explore sustained training 
effects after longer periods of time because of the short 
time window between the pre- and post-session survey 
in this study.  
    Based on our findings, we recommend future CPT 
programs consider the following. First, the current CPT 
program can be expanded to incorporate learning 
objectives that are specific to interprofessional educa-
tion practices. For example, an introduction to each 
allied health discipline and the interprofessional educa-
tion team-forming process as well as a reflection assign-
ment could be added to the CPT program to facilitate 
interactions with and learning from each discipline. 
Accordingly, a question such as ‘How much have you 
learned from other professions?’ could be added as a 
student outcome measure. Second, the current training 
schedule is recommended for PWA with mild to moder-
ate aphasia. However, having multiple shorter sessions 
(e.g., three 1-hour sessions over 3 days) or more breaks 
during the one 2.5-hour training session would be more 
appropriate for PWA with severe aphasia, fatigue, 

and/or motor disabilities. Third, an interdisciplinary 
team that is composed of discipline-specific student 
liaisons, faculty mentors, and community partners is 
recommended to develop and implement a doctoral stu-
dent-led CPT program in a university setting. Finally, 
the current CPT program encompasses substantial 
potentials to be transformed into an online format. The 
lecture on the introduction of aphasia and the commu-
nication strategies that can be used in interacting with 
PWA can certainly be delivered through available video 
conferencing platforms. With careful and thoughtful 
planning, collaboration, and problem-solving, the vir-
tual communication practice between allied health stu-
dents and PWA could be as feasible and effective as the 
face-to-face format.     
 
Conclusion 
 
The CPT program described herein was able to provide 
meaningful learning experiences to allied health stu-
dents who participated in the training. Regardless of 
their academic discipline, the students increased their 
perceived confidence in communicating with PWA and 
identified a greater number of appropriate communica-
tion strategies than they had known prior to the train-
ing. Similar CPT programs that involve PWA in educat-
ing prospective allied health professionals about 
aphasia have the potential not only to benefit student 
learning but also to improve the subjective well-being of 
PWA.[13]     
 
Acknowledgments: The authors thank the people with aphasia who 
volunteered and helped with the training; Maura Silverman and 
Abbe Simon from Triangle Aphasia Project Unlimited who provided 
lectures about supportive communication; and the graduate student 
liaisons who helped organize and implement the training session: Lucy 
Hardy, Mandie Oslund, Monica Anderson, and Lauren Costello. 
 
References 

 
 1.    Turner S, Whitworth A. Conversational partner training pro-

grammes in aphasia: a review of key themes and participants’ 
roles. Aphasiology. 2006; 20: 483–510.  

 2.    Simmons-Mackie N, Raymer A, Armstrong E, et al. Communi-
cation partner training in aphasia: a systematic review. Arch Phys 
Med Rehabil. 2010; 91: 1814–1837. 

 3.    Simmons-Mackie N, Raymer A, Cherney LR. Communication 
partner training in aphasia: An updated systematic review. Arch 
Phys Med Rehabil. 2016; 97: 2202–2221.  

 4.    Lock S, Wilkinson R, Bryan K, et al. Supporting partners of 
people with aphasia in relationships and conversation. Int J Lang 
Communication Disord. 2001; 36: 25–30.  

 5.    Hopper T, Holland A, Rewega M. Conversational coaching: 
treatment outcomes and future directions. Aphasiology. 2002; 16: 
745–761.  

 6.    Kagan A, Black S, Duchan J, et al. Training volunteers as con-
versation partners using “Supported Conversation for Adults 
With Aphasia” (SCA): a controlled trial. J Speech Lang Hear Res. 
2001; 44: 624–638. 

 7.    Finch E, Cameron A, Fleming J, et al. Does communication part-
ner training improve the conversation skills of speech-language 

114 LIN ET AL.: Interdisciplinary Communication Partner Training

http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0268-7038(2006)20L.483[aid=11471106]


Journal of Allied Health, Summer 2022, Vol 51, No 2 115

pathology students when interacting with people with aphasia? J 
Communication Disord. 2017; 68: 1–9.  

 8.    Cameron A, McPhail SM, Hudson K, et al. A pre–post interven-
tion study investigating the confidence and knowledge of health 
professionals communicating with people with aphasia in a met-
ropolitan hospital. Aphasiology. 2016; 18: 148-155.  

 9.    Cameron A, McPhail SM, Hudson K, et al. Increasing the confi-
dence and knowledge of occupational therapy and physiother-
apy students when communicating with people with aphasia: a 
pre-post intervention study. Speech Lang Hear. 2015; 18: 148–155.   

10.    Welsh JD, Szabo GB. Teaching nursing assistant students about 
aphasia and communication. Semin Speech Lang. 2011; 32: 243–
255.  

11.    Kagan A. Supported conversation for adults with aphasia: 
methods and resources for training conversation partners. 
Aphasiology. 1998; 12: 816–830. 

12.    Campbell JL, Quincy C, Osserman J, Pedersen OK. Coding in-
depth semistructured interviews: problems of unitization and 
intercoder reliability and agreement. Sociol Meth Res. 2013; 42: 
294–320.  

13.    Harmon TG, Lin ML, Sconce G, Jacks A. Supporting confi-
dence and participation for people with aphasia through student 
interaction a descriptive study on the effects of an interdiscipli-
nary campus program. J Allied Health. 2019; 48: E107–E112. 

 
 
 
 
 
Published online 1 June 2022 
www.ingentaconnect.com/content/asahp/jah 
© 2022 ASAHP, Washington, DC

http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0090-7421(2019)4L.8[aid=11394727]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0268-7038(1998)12L.816[aid=2518241]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/asahp/jah


Reproduced with permission of copyright owner. Further reproduction
prohibited without permission.

View publication stats

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/361671449

	Effects of an Interdisciplinary Communication Partner Training Program on Student Learning
	Original Publication Citation
	BYU ScholarsArchive Citation

	tmp.1728674518.pdf.GCfSl

