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In the treatment of word finding in anomia both ‘phonological’ tasks (e.g. repetition, phonemic 
cueing), and ‘semantic’ tasks (e.g. word-picture matching, semantic judgements) have been found to 
be effective. However, there have been few direct comparisons of the relative effectiveness of these 
tasks within the same individuals: most reports differ in both tasks and participants. Hence it is 
difficult to distinguish whether differences in task efficacy are due to differences in the impairments of 
the people with aphasia treated, or subtle differences within the tasks. Hence, here we examine the 
efficacy of ‘semantic’ tasks (semantic judgement questions) and ‘phonological’ tasks (repetition, 
phonemic cueing) in facilitation with a case series of people with aphasia, and address the question: 
Do semantic and phonological tasks differ in their efficacy within and across individuals? 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In the treatment of impaired word production in aphasia, tasks can be grouped into one of two 
types - semantic or phonological. ‘Semantic’ tasks include those that focus on semantic 
processing, e.g. word-picture matching, word-picture verification. ‘Phonological’ tasks include 
those that provide information about the phonology of the target (eg repetition, phonemic cues). 
Traditionally, ‘semantic’ and ‘phonological’ tasks were thought to have very different effects on 
word retrieval (see e.g. Mitchum & Berndt, 1995; Nickels and Best, 1996a,b). This view 
originated from the literature on the facilitation of aphasic naming (e.g. Howard et al, 1985a; 
Patterson, Purell & Morton, 1983). Facilitation examines the effect of performing a task once on 
subsequent naming; for example, whether someone is more likely to be able to name a picture 
accurately having been asked to repeat the name of the picture, than if they simply had a second 
attempt at naming.  
 
The results of the early facilitation research were clear: ‘phonological’ tasks only improved 
naming for a very short time (6 items later, with no effects at 10-15 minutes; Howard et al, 
1985a); whereas ‘semantic tasks’ improved naming for up to 24 hours (Howard et al, 1985a). 
However more recent facilitation studies have also suggested that phonological cues can produce 
durable effects (Best et al, 2002). Howard (2000) suggests that the difference between semantic 
and phonological tasks may well be overstated. In the majority of the studies using semantic 
tasks, the form of the word is provided (as a spoken or written word), and in phonological tasks, 
the picture is usually present (evoking semantic processing) and/or a word provided for 
repetition, which will also access word meaning. Hence in both tasks there is semantic and 
phonological information available. Hence, Howard (2000) argues that the difference between 
these tasks is indeed more apparent than real and that both tasks are affecting language 
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processing in exactly the same way, ie. by strengthening mappings between semantics and the 
phonological form when both are simultaneously active. This predicts equivalent effects for 
semantic and phonological tasks for most individuals. Unfortunately, few studies examine this 
issue. To date, no one has compared semantic tasks without the word form with phonological 
tasks in the same individuals. In this current study, facilitation was used as the tool to examine 
the relative effects of semantic and phonological tasks within and across individuals. Also of 
interest was the question of whether a semantic task facilitates naming when it does not include 
the word form (Le Dorze et al, 1994). 
 
Method 
 
Participants 
 
5 women & 5 men participated in this study, ranging in age from 31-74. Their aetiologies 
included stroke and traumatic brain injury. Time post-onset was between 6 months and 10 yrs. A 
mix of fluent and non-fluent aphasias was represented, with some co-occurring, albeit mild, 
apraxia of speech and dysarthria. 
 
Participants were tested using selected subtests from the CAT – Comprehensive Aphasia Test (in 
press). As shown in Table 1, all participants were within normal limits on the picture association 
test, which is similar in demands to Pyramids & Palm Trees (Howard & Patterson, 1992). A 
range of accuracy was seen on other tests of comprehension (spoken word to picture match, 
written word to picture match), with the vast majority of errors being semantic, in both 
modalities. 
 
On a set of 100 pictures participants ranged between 25 and 79% correct. All participants 
produced semantic errors (range: 4-37% of responses, 16-63% of errors); the majority also 
produced phonological errors (up to 6% of responses, and 29% of errors) although these errors 
were generally less prevalent.  
 

Table 1. Participant’s Comprehension (from CAT) & Picture Naming 

Cut off: cut off score to be considered within normal limits. 

 CUT 
OFF 

EMF JNI KCC PSJ DRS JUE SJS JMM MFT SMG 

PICTURE 
ASSOCIATION n=10 

8 9 9 9 10 10 10 8 9 8 10 

SPOKEN WORD-
PICTURE 
MATCHING                  
(0/1/2 score)   /30 

25 18 29 15 24 23 18 23 23 21 29 

WRITTEN WORD-
PICTURE 
MATCHING  (0/1/2 
score)   /30 

27 24 30 24 29 26 20 14 23 28 30 

PICTURE NAMING            
% correct  70 77 25 75 57 71 41 71 68 75 
% errors = semantic  30 26 23 32 56 62 63 45 41 16 
% errors = 
phonological 

 10 26 1 4 12 10 5 7 0 4 
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Procedure 
 
In Phase One, each participant named items from a set of 300 pictures (with a 10-second response 
limit) until 95 items were failed. The failed items were then divided into 3 sets of 30 items, 
matched for frequency and length. For each participant, one set was facilitated using a 
phonological task (repetition in the presence of the picture), another set was facilitated using a 
semantic task (feature verification, eg “does it purr?”), and one set consisted of unfacilitated 
control items. One week after Phase One the two facilitation sets were presented to each 
participant for facilitation in an ABBA design (Phase Two) (along with 30 filler items requiring a 
“no” response, interspersed with the semantic condition). After a 10-minute delay, all sets (items 
which had received either phonological or semantic facilitation, and the unfacilitated control 
items) were presented for re-naming (Phase Three).  
 
Results and Discussion 
 
The results are shown in Table 2. For the group as a whole, both semantic and phonological 
facilitation tasks significantly improved subsequent naming. On examination of individual 
participant results, whilst the majority of individuals showed a numerical benefit from 
phonological facilitation compared to the control condition, only one individual (MFT), showed a 
statistically significant effect, and two individuals showed benefits that were close to significance 
(JMM, JUE). Only one of the participants showed significant benefit from the semantic 
facilitation (SMG) and one (JUE) was close to significant. 
 
When the extent of benefit for semantic and phonological facilitation was compared we found 
that for the group as a whole there was more benefit from phonological than semantic tasks. As 
shown in Figure 1, the majority of individuals showed more benefit from the phonological task, 
although only two individuals (PSJ & MFT) showed a significant advantage for the phonological 
task. 
 
 

Table 2: Facilitation results, proportion correct following facilitation 

 

 Control Semantic Semantic 
significance  
(cf control) 

phonological Phon 
significance 
(cf control) 

Semantic vs Phonological

JNI 0.32 0.36 ns 0.47 ns ns  
KCC 0.20 0.13 ns 0.27 ns ns  
PSJ 0.37 0.23 ns 0.50 ns 0.030 phon>sem 
DRS 0.27 0.27 ns 0.43 ns ns  
JUE 0.30 0.52 0.08 0.53 0.06 ns  
SJS 0.30 0.33 ns 0.47 ns ns  

JMM 0.20 0.38 ns 0.40 0.08 ns  
MFT 0.20 0.37 ns 0.67 0.0003 0.0189 phon>sem 
SMG 0.17 0.43 0.0235 0.30 ns ns  

        
GROUP 
MEAN 

0.26 0.33 0.046014 0.44 >0.0001 0.002304 phon>sem 

FME 0.30 0.23 ns 0.33 ns ns  



4 

Figure 1. Relative benefit of phonological versus semantic facilitation 
Note: upwards bars reflect more phonological benefit, downwards bars, more semantic. 

 
 
In summary, this study replicates the findings of previous facilitation studies demonstrating that 
both semantic and phonological tasks used once can produce benefits on subsequent naming that 
last over 10 minutes. In addition, this study is the first to systematically compare phonological 
and semantic tasks in facilitation. Overall, our phonological task (repetition) was more beneficial 
than a semantic task with no word form. However, we have demonstrated that semantic tasks can 
be beneficial even when they do not provide the word form.  
  
In conclusion, this study suggests that semantic and phonological tasks are both effective 
facilitators of naming, that this is true even when the word form  is not provided, and that 
semantic and phonological tasks can differ in their relative efficacy. In clinical practice, these 
results have the potential to specify the best approach to take when treating individuals with word 
finding difficulties. 
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