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The Role of Speech-Language Pathologists
in Dysphagia

	Position Statement
It is the position of Speech-Language and Audiology Canada that speech-language pathologists 
take the primary role in the evaluation and treatment of dysphagia of the upper aerodigestive tract, 
which includes the oral, pharyngeal and upper esophageal anatomical regions. Speech-language 
pathologists address feeding and swallowing impairments across the lifespan, from birth to the end 
of life. Given the complexity of dysphagia and the effects it has on a person’s health, quality of life 
and social interactions, speech-language pathologists employ a collaborative and holistic approach 
to dysphagia intervention.

Background
Speech-language pathologists have long been regarded as the foremost professionals in dysphagia 
assessment and management and are leaders in dysphagia research endeavours. Innovations 
from the field of speech-language pathology have led to the introduction and advancement of 
instrumental assessment techniques and evidence-based interventions for dysphagia.

In addition to their extensive knowledge of head and neck anatomy, speech-language pathologists 
complete rigorous academic and clinical education in dysphagia as well as speech, voice, resonance, 
language and cognitive communication disorders. Since there is a high co-occurrence rate of 
communication disorders and dysphagia, as well as increased risk of aspiration for patients with 
underlying language and cognitive impairment, speech-language pathologists are best positioned to 
offer comprehensive care to patients or clients with dysphagia.



www.sac-oac.ca 2 of 3

© 2017, SAC
Copyright is held by Speech-Language & Audiology Canada. No part of this publication may be reprinted, reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transcribed in any 
manner (electronic, mechanical, photocopy, or otherwise) without written permission from SAC. Contact pubs@sac-oac.ca. To cite appropriate credit must be given (SAC, 
publication name, article title, volume number, issue number and page number[s]).

Committee Members

Colleen Braun-Janzen, MA, S-LP(C), Committee Chair

Karen Barnett, M.Sc., S-LP(C)

Rosemary Martino, PhD, S-LP(C)

Rebecca Perlin, M.Cl.Sc., S-LP(C)

Catriona Steele, PhD, S-LP(C)

Megan Terrill, MSLP, S-LP(C)

Kim Walker, MS, S-LP(C)

Marnie Loeb, M.Cl.Sc., S-LP(C), SAC staff liaison and Speech-Language Pathology Advisor

References
American Speech-Language-Hearing Association. (2004). Guidelines for speech-language pathologists 

performing videofluoroscopic swallowing studies. Retrieved from http://www.asha.org/policy

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association. (2002). Roles of speech-language pathologists in 
swallowing and feeding disorders. Retrieved from http://www.asha.org/policy

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association. (2001). Roles of speech-language pathologists in 
swallowing and feeding disorders: Technical report. Retrieved from http://www.asha.org/policy

Groher, M. (2016). The historical role of the SLP in dysphagia management. Retrieved from  
http://dysphagiacafe.com/2016/08/31/historical-role-slp-dysphagia-management/

Hazelton, O. (2013). Critical review: Who has a role in swallowing? Retrieved from http://www.uwo.ca/fhs/
lwm/ebp/reviews/2012-13/Hazelden_O.pdf

Langmore, S. E., Schatz, K,. & Olsen, N. (1988). Fiberoptic endoscopic examination of swallowing safety: A 
new procedure. Dysphagia, 2(4), 216-219.

Lapointe, J., & McFarland, D. (2004). Pourquoi les orthophonistes devraient-ils s’intéresser à la dysphagie? 
Fréquences, 16(3), 22-25.

Leder, S.B., Suiter, D.M., & Lisitano Warner, H. (2009). Answering orientation questions and following 
single-step verbal commands: Effect on aspiration status. Dysphagia, 24(3), 290–295.

Martin, B. J. W., & Corlew, M. M. (1990). The incidence of communication disorders in dysphagic patients. 
Journal of Speech and Hearing Disorders, 55, 28-32.

Royal College of Speech & Language Therapists. (2014). Dysphagia training & competency framework. 
Retrieved from http://www.rcslt.org/members/clinical_areas/dysphagia/training_
competency_framework

http://www.asha.org/policy
http://www.asha.org/policy
http://www.asha.org/policy
http://dysphagiacafe.com/2016/08/31/historical-role-slp-dysphagia-management/
http://www.uwo.ca/fhs/lwm/ebp/reviews/2012-13/Hazelden_O.pdf
http://www.uwo.ca/fhs/lwm/ebp/reviews/2012-13/Hazelden_O.pdf
http://www.rcslt.org/members/clinical_areas/dysphagia/training_competency_framework
http://www.rcslt.org/members/clinical_areas/dysphagia/training_competency_framework


www.sac-oac.ca 3 of 3

© 2017, SAC
Copyright is held by Speech-Language & Audiology Canada. No part of this publication may be reprinted, reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transcribed in any 
manner (electronic, mechanical, photocopy, or otherwise) without written permission from SAC. Contact pubs@sac-oac.ca. To cite appropriate credit must be given (SAC, 
publication name, article title, volume number, issue number and page number[s]).

Royal College of Speech & Language Therapists. (2009). RCSLT resource manual for commissioning 
and planning services for SLCN: Dysphagia. Retrieved from http://www.rcslt.org/speech_and_
language_therapy/commissioning/dysphagia_manual_072014

Speech Pathology Australia. (2012). Clinical guideline: Dysphagia. Retrieved from http://www.speech 
pathologyaustralia.org.au

March, 2017

http://www.rcslt.org/speech_and_language_therapy/commissioning/dysphagia_manual_072014
http://www.rcslt.org/speech_and_language_therapy/commissioning/dysphagia_manual_072014
http://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au
http://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au

