How are swallowing disorders diagnosed and treated?
A speech-language pathologist (SLP) who specializes in swallowing disorders can evaluate individuals who
are experiencing problems eating and drinking. The SLP will:
•
•
•
•

take a careful history of medical conditions and symptoms
look at the strength and movement of the muscles involved in swallowing
observe feeding to see posture, behavior, and oral movements during eating and drinking
possibly perform special tests to evaluate swallowing, such as:

Modified barium swallow – individual eats or drinks food or liquid with barium in it, and then the swallowing
process is viewed on an X-ray
Endoscopic assessment – a lighted scope is inserted through the nose, and then the swallow can be viewed
on a screen
Videofluoroscopic Swallowing Study (VFSS)
You may have already had a swallowing test with a speech-language pathologist. During this test, you may
have tried different foods and liquids. The SLP may have checked how well you can move the muscles of your
mouth and how clearly you talk. This is call a “Bedside Clinical Swallow Eval”.
Sometimes the SLP needs even more information about how you swallow. You may need another swallowing
test - this time in the radiology, or x-ray, department.
You may hear different names for this test. What it is called depends on your SLP and the place where you have
the test done.
Some names you might hear are:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Videofluoroscopic swallowing study, or videofluoroscopy
Modified barium swallow (study), or MBS(S)
FEES (Fiber optic Endoscopic Evaluation of Swallowing)
Esophagram
Cookie swallow
The American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA) uses the term videofluoroscopic
swallowing study, or VFSS.

When you have a swallowing test in the SLP's office or in your hospital room, the SLP can't see what is
happening inside your mouth and throat. The VFSS lets the SLP see:
•
•
•
•
•

If food is going into your airway instead of your stomach, called aspiration
Which parts of your mouth and throat may not be working well
What kinds of food are safest for you to swallow
If certain positions or strategies help you swallow better
Babies and young children can also have this test done. Your SLP can tell you more about what to
expect for your child.
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How is the VFSS done?
This study is done in the radiology, or x-ray, department. You will meet the SLP there. There may also be a
doctor there, called a radiologist. A radiology technician will be there to help you get ready and set up the
equipment.
You will sit or stand next to an x-ray machine. Your SLP will give you different foods and drinks mixed with
barium. The barium makes the food and liquid show up on the x-ray. Barium is not harmful and won't stay in
your body for too long. The x-ray machine is only turned on while you swallow so you don't get too much
radiation.
The SLP will ask you to do different things during the test. You may try soft foods and hard foods, and thin
liquids and thick liquids. You may take small amounts and large amounts. You may be asked to move your
head in different positions. You may also try things like swallowing hard. The test may be recorded so it can be
watched again later.
What happens after the test?
Your SLP and doctor will talk about what they saw during the study. You and your family will be told the results.
The SLP may show you the video of the test so you can see what happens yourself. Your SLP will use the test
results to decide what treatment will help your swallowing. You and the SLP will discuss what foods and liquids
are safest, and how to eat them. You may start swallowing therapy soon after the study.
Want to watch a test?
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hf2kRD85zvc

What treatments are available for people with swallowing disorders?
•
•
•
•
•

Treatment depends on the cause, symptoms, and type of swallowing problem.
A speech-language pathologist may recommend:
specific swallowing treatment (e.g., exercises to improve muscle movement)
positions or strategies to help the individual swallow more effectively
specific food and liquid textures that are easier and safer to swallow

After the evaluation, family members or caregivers can help by:
•
•
•
•

Asking questions to understand the problem and the recommended treatment
Assisting in following the treatment plan:
Help with exercises
Prepare the recommended textures of food and liquid, making sure that recommendations for eating
safely are followed

•
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Keep track of how much food or liquid is consumed
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