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Speech and Swallowing in Persons with Ataxia

Swallowing Problems in Ataxia 

Swallowing is a complex, precisely timed process that moves food
from the mouth to the stomach. It involves three phases: Oral phase
(mouth), pharyngeal phase (throat), and esophageal phase (food
pipe). Swallowing must also coordinate with our breathing to ensure
safety. Safe swallowing is essential for proper nutrition and hydration.
Ataxia can affect all stages of swallowing, resulting in dysphagia
(difficulty swallowing).
Common swallowing problems in ataxia include:

Slower chewing and tongue movements
Difficulty moving food or liquid to the back of the mouth
Delayed swallow reflex or choking
Slow movement of food through the throat and esophagus

Management of Swallowing Problems

Rehabilitation and compensatory strategies can help ensure safe
swallowing:

The person must be awake, alert, and cooperative during meals.
Use safe swallowing techniques recommended by an SLP.
If the person is on nasogastric (NG) tube feeding, an SLP can
assess whether it is safe to restart eating by mouth. 
If dysphagia worsens, alternative feeding methods (NG tube or
gastrostomy tube) might be needed.
An SLP can help by assessing your swallowing ability and teaching
safe swallowing techniques, recommending food texture
modifications (softer foods, thickened liquids), training caregivers
on how to assist safely

 Speech Problems in Ataxia

Speech requires the coordinated action of muscles involved in
breathing, voicing, and pronunciation. When a neurological
condition affects these muscles, it can cause difficulty speaking
clearly (a condition called ‘dysarthria’).
People with ataxia often experience ‘ataxic dysarthria,’ caused
by slow, uncoordinated movements of the speech muscles.
This results in speech characterized by unclear pronunciation of
consonants, distorted vowel sounds, and syllables that run
together unexpectedly, making the speech sound slurred.
Patients may have a monotonous pitch and loudness, or speech
with unusual pauses between syllables (scanning speech).

Management of Speech Problems
Treatment varies depending on which aspects of speech are
affected. Improving coordination, speaking rate, and rhythm can
significantly improve the clarity and naturalness of speech often.
Consulting a Speech-Language Pathologist (SLP) early is
important.

An SLP will:
Assess your speech abilities and develop strategies to
improve communication
Suggest hybrid communication methods (combining speech
with gestures or communication boards) when speech is
partially affected
Recommend alternative communication methods (gestures,
picture boards, electronic devices) for those with severe
speech loss

This information is for educational purposes only and should not replace professional medical advice. Always consult with your healthcare
provider before making changes to treatment or care plans.
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