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Speech and Swallowing Disorders 
 
Speech disorders are fairly common in MS. Speech patterns are controlled by many 
areas in the brain, especially the brainstem. Lesions—damaged areas—in different 
parts of the brain can cause several types of changes in normal speech patterns.  
They range from mild difficulties to severe problems that make it difficult to speak 
and be understood. Medically, speech disorders are called dysarthrias. 
 
Long Pauses  
One pattern that is commonly associated with MS is so-called “scanning'” speech. 
Scanning dysarthria produces speech in which the normal “melody” or speech 
pattern is disrupted, with abnormally long pauses between words or individual 
syllables of words. 
 
Slurred or Nasal Sounding Speech 
People with MS may also slur words. This is usually the result of weakness and/or 
incoordination of the muscles of the tongue, lips, cheeks, and mouth. Other speech 
problems include nasal speech, which sounds as though the person has a cold or 
nasal obstruction. 
 
Dysarthrias are commonly associated with other symptoms caused by lesions in the 
brainstem. These include tremor, head shaking, or incoordination. 
 
Therapists can Evaluate and Help Improve Speech 
Many people can be aided by a speech/language pathologist, who can evaluate and 
help to improve speech patterns, enunciation, and oral communication in general.  
 
If a person with MS becomes unable to speak, there are many assistive devices 
available. These range from alphabet cards to hand-held communicators that print 
out a tape, to computers that respond to eyeblinks. 
 
Speech/Language Pathologists Treat Swallowing Problems 
Many persons with dysarthria also have dysphagia (difficulty in swallowing). Speech 
therapists are trained to evaluate, diagnose and relieve these problems.  Changing 
the types of food and their consistencies can be helpful for some. People who can 
no longer swallow without choking can receive adequate nutrition and fluids through 
feeding tubes placed directly into the stomach. 
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The National Multiple Sclerosis Society is proud to be a source of information about multiple 
sclerosis. Our comments are based on professional advice, published experience, and expert 
opinion, but do not represent individual therapeutic recommendations or prescription. For specific 
information and advice, consult your personal physician.  
 
To contact your chapter, call 1-800-FIGHT-MS (1-800-344-4867) or visit the National MS Society 
web site: www.nationalmssociety.org. 
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