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Introduction

• SLP for over 20 years

• Swedish Outpatient Rehabilitation 
for over 10 years

• Began my career at Harborview 
Medical Center in acute care

• Transitioned to outpatient 
rehabilitation



Speech Pathology and Dementia
• Three primary treatment areas

• Swallowing

• Cognition

• Communication

• Focus and type of treatment varies greatly depending on patient’s 
areas of deficit and goals of care

• Treatment ideally includes both the patient and their care partner
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Evaluation
• Chart Review

• Focus on GI history, pulmonology, respiratory illness, weight loss

• Patient and Care partner interview
• What symptoms are being noticed – coughing, choking, feeling of food 

getting stuck

• Food preference?

• Food avoidance?

• Difficulty finishing meals?

• Trouble taking pills?

Swallowing Cognition Communication



Clinical Swallowing Evaluation
• General mental status

• Oral mechanism examination

• Trials of various consistencies

• Assessment of oral and pharyngeal 
swallowing function

• Trials of various strategies including 
postural changes, modified utensils, 
behavioral changes

• Patient and care partner education

• Recommendations for additional follow-up

Cognition CommunicationSwallowing



Modified Barium Swallow Study
• Conducted in conjunction with radiologist
• Evaluation of medical status, level of alertness, 

oral mechanism is the same as clinical swallowing 
evaluation

• Trials of different textures with barium mixed in 
under fluoroscopy

• Trials of various strategies under fluoroscopy
• Provides additional information regarding 

swallowing function as well as efficacy of 
strategies and postures

• Can provide visual support to improve patient 
learning

Cognition CommunicationSwallowing
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Treatment
• Based on results from clinical swallowing evaluation and/or 

modified barium swallow study, patient and care partner may 
participate in a brief course of treatment 

• Quality of life is of utmost importance and goal of therapy is for the 
patient to tolerate the safest and least restrictive diet possible

• While placement of an alternative means of nutrition is ultimately 
a decision made by the patient, family and physician; the SLP’s at 
our clinic do not recommend this option

• Patient and care partner education

Cognition CommunicationSwallowing



Follow-up
• Due to progressive nature of dementia, periodic follow-up is often 

recommended.

• Follow-up is typically conducted in 3-6 month intervals, however 
patient and/or care partner are encouraged to reach out sooner if 
needs arise.

Cognition CommunicationSwallowing
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Evaluation
• Chart Review

• Focus on neurology documentation

• Review of neuropsychology evaluation
• If no neuropsychology evaluation, will recommend patient/family/MD 

consider this step.

Swallowing Cognition Communication



Evaluation
• Patient/Care Partner Interview

• Prior level of function, educational history, work history

• Current hobbies, activities, opportunity for social engagement, 
community involvement

• Cognitive symptoms noticed by patient and/or care partner

• Level of function in home environment

• Memory strategies currently in place
• Calendars, lists, sticky notes, etc

• Effectiveness of strategies

Swallowing Cognition Communication



Assessment
• Highly dependent upon the level of function of the patient

• May include full standardized assessment or portions of 
standardized assessments

• Most commonly used include RBANS, CLQT, MoCA, MMSE, 
SLUMS

• Not a replacement for neuropsychologic evaluation

Swallowing Cognition Communication



Treatment
• Based on results of evaluation

• Including neuropsychologic evaluation

• Focused on patient specific goals

• Patient and care partner education

• Establishment of cognitive strategies

• Spaced retrieval memory treatment

Swallowing Cognition Communication



Follow-up
• Dependent upon the status of the patient

• Typically will participate in a course of speech pathology 
intervention targeting patient and care partner’s goals

• Will strongly encourage involvement in community supported 
groups and activities, particularly those with a focus on dementia

• Given progressive nature of dementia, will often recommend 
follow-up in 6-12 month intervals

Swallowing Cognition Communication



Focus of treatment when diagnosis 
is Primary Progressive Aphasia
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Evaluation
• Chart Review

• Focus on neurology documentation

• Review of neuropsychology evaluation
• If no neuropsychology evaluation, will recommend patient/family/MD 

consider this step

Swallowing Cognition Communication



Evaluation
• Patient/Care partner interview

• Prior level of function, educational history, work history

• Current hobbies, activities, opportunity for social engagement, 
community involvement

• Language symptoms noticed by patient and/or care partner

• Cognitive symptoms noticed by patient and/or care partner

• Level of function in home environment

• Language strategies currently in place

• Familiarity and interest in use of technology to support language function

Swallowing Cognition Communication



Assessment
• Typically language based evaluation tools

• Boston Diagnostic Aphasia Evaluation

• Western Aphasia Battery

• Boston Naming Test

• Cognitive Linguistic Quick Test

Swallowing Cognition Communication



Treatment
• Implementation of language strategies

• Semantic Feature Analysis

• Communication Script Training

• Use of Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication systems (AAC) to 
support language

Swallowing Cognition Communication
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Follow-up
• Dependent upon the status of the patient

• Typically will participate in a course of speech pathology 
intervention targeting patient and care partner’s goals

• Will strongly encourage involvement in community supported 
groups and activities. Communication groups for PPA are very 
effective

• Given progressive nature of dementia, will often recommend 
follow-up in 6-12 month intervals

Swallowing Cognition Communication



Closing Thoughts
• The speech pathologist can play an important role in the 

management of dementia
• Address swallowing, cognition, and communication

• Treatment is patient centered and goal specific

• Serve as a resource and support for the patient and family 
throughout their dementia journey

Swallowing Cognition Communication
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