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Ensuring safer practice for adults with learning
disabilities who have dysphagia

The National Patient Safety
Agency (NPSA) promotes safer
healthcare by collecting and
analysing information about
patient safety incidents from staff
and patients, and through working
with healthcare organisations to
introduce solutions to reduce the
risk of harm.
If you would like more information
about the NPSA’s work, visit our
website at: www.npsa.nhs.uk
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Swallowing problems
This information is for adults with learning disabilities and their carers
If you find it difficult to eat, drink or swallow, you may have a problem
called ‘dysphagia’.
You may have swallowing problems if you:
• find it hard to eat or drink;
• keep coughing or clearing your throat;
• breathe noisily;
• swallow a lot when eating or drinking;
• choke on your food or drink.
Other signs that may mean you have swallowing problems include:
• frequent chest infections;
• weight loss;
• constipation;
• bringing back food or being sick.
Swallowing problems can happen for lots of different reasons. The problem
might be caused by difficulties with the messages getting from your brain to
your mouth or throat. Sometimes it is because you have other medical problems
or because of the medication you are taking.
Having a swallowing problem can be serious. You may get very thin and
it may hurt to eat and drink. Your food or drink may go down the wrong way
and make you ill, or you may choke on food.
If you think you are having difficulties with swallowing you should speak to
your family or one of your care staff. A speech and language therapist (or a
specialist clinician) will come and find out why you are having problems. She/
he will help you to eat and drink safely. She/he will talk to your family or care
staff so they know how to keep you safe.
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Things to help
The NPSA has gathered together materials that may help adults with learning
disabilities who have dysphagia and their carers.
These are:
• Eating, drinking and swallowing care plan;
• Mealtime information sheets;
•	Consent form for assessment of eating and drinking
or swallowing problems.
Eating, drinking and swallowing care plan
This care plan will be filled in by a speech and language therapist or specialist
clinician. The plan will say how the client likes to sit, what they can eat and
drink, and the equipment (knife, fork, cup, etc) they need to help them.

This document is available for download in
MSWord format and for adaptation for local use
from www.npsa.nhs.uk/resources/dysphagia
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Mealtime information sheets
The interim mealtime information sheet outlines the recommendations for
individual client requirements at mealtimes, and should be completed by
speech and language therapists or specialist clinicians. A version of the
mealtime information form with client contact details and photograph is
also available, allowing staff and carers the opportunity to familiarise
themselves with each client’s appearance, needs and requirements. This
may also be laminated for use as a placemat. The NPSA has also produced
a completed mealtime information form, based on the needs of a typical
adult with learning disabilities who has dysphagia.

This document is available for download in MSWord format and for
adaptation for local use from www.npsa.nhs.uk/resources/dysphagia
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Consent form for assessment of eating and drinking
or swallowing problems
This is a user-friendly document to work through with the client with
learning disabilities who has dysphagia to enable them to give consent for an
assessment and care plan. It provides a record of consent.
This document is available for download in
MSWord format and for adaptation for local use
from www.npsa.nhs.uk/resources/dysphagia
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