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Do you want to treat dysphagia? A throwback on
sensory modification strategies

Amanda F i lbey, MA, CCC-SLP

If  babies and children with pharyngeal dysphagia have  a  friend  in  you,  you  may  well  have  felt  that

positioning,  thickeners,  teats,  and  teams  are  a l l  very  well,  but  there  must  be  something  more.  ( If  I  were  a

D isney  heroine,  now  would  be  the  moment  I ʼd  gaze  into  the  distance,  as  my  anima l  pa l  came  up  and  gently

nudged  me.  But  I ʼm  not.  So,  I ʼ l l  just  keep  writ ing,  I  guess?)
  

Instead  of  singing  about  how  boring  i t  is  to  be  a  highly  attractive  French  peasant,  a  more  productive

strategy  might  be  to  look  to  the  adult  l i terature  ( I  know,  but  i tʼs  sti l l  part  of  our  world),  where  they  have

accumulat ing  ev idence  on  sensory  modificat ions  to  the  bolus.  By  sensory  modificat ions,  we  mean  any

change  designed  to  vary the way in which the bolus registers with sensory receptors in the

pharynx—usua l ly  by  making  the  bolus  cold,  spicy,  sour,  or  f izz—aka  the  bare  necessities  of  a  great

cockta i l  night.  For  this  throwback,  we  found  (only!)  two  articles  where  researchers  examined  the  impact  of

sensory  modificat ions  to  the  bolus  in  children.  Lundine  et  a l.  looked  at  the  impact  of  carbonated  barium  in
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children  w i th  neurogenic  dysphagia,  and  Ferrara  et  a l.  checked  in  w i th  preterm  infants  to  see  how  they  felt

about  barium  on  the  rocks.

 

Despite the dearth of papers, the outcomes looked promising: 

Chil led  barium  boluses  in  preterm  infants  resulted  in  fewer aspirations and deep penetrations

over  f ive  swa l lows.

Carbonated  barium  boluses  in  children  5–18  years  w i th  acute  neurologica l  conditions  (mostly

traumat ic  bra in  injury)  resulted  in  less penetration and aspiration, and more favorable

scores on the Penetration-Aspiration scale  over  f ive  5mL swa l lows,  followed  by  60mL of

fluid  by  straw.

Seems like thereʼs something there, right?
 
Caveats  (arenʼt  there  a lways?):  one  child  in  the  Lundine  et  a l.  study  did  worse  on  carbonated  boluses,  so

check  your  instrumenta ls;  and  Ferrara  et  a l.  caution  that  habituation effects  have  been  seen  in  adults,

so  make  sure  you  have  a  functiona l  picture  of  a  whole  feed  before  you  go  full  Queen  E lsa  on  your  NICU.

Both  studies  used  l iquid  barium  rather  than  water,  juice,  or  other  common  beverages,  so  monitor  closely  i f

you 're  tria l ing  sensory  modificat ions  outside  the  radiology  suite.  And  of  course,  these  are  just  two  very

sma l l  studies,  and  confirmat ion  is  needed  in  larger  and  more  diverse  samples.

 

But—given  how  few  ev idence-based  strategies  we  have  for  managing  pediatric  dysphagia,  and  given  that

there  is  ev idence  of  efficacy  w i th  adults,  some  cautious experimental therapy using these

principles with instrumental guidance  might  just  be  the  D isney  power  ba l lad  you ʼve  been  looking

for—particularly  i f  the  a l ternat ive  is  wa i t ing  on  a  miracle.  We  may  discover  a  whole  new  world  of  dysphagia

treatment!

 

(P.S.  How  many  D isney  song  references  can  I  incorporate  into  this  rev iew?  The  answer,  apparently,  is

seven.  And  yes,  i f  you 're  wondering,  I  do  have  young  kids,  but  thatʼs  no  excuse.)
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