Reflections on Science Within Speech & Language Therapy Practice

This reflection describes the involvement of a Communication Development Officer(CDO), supporting two community cases of individuals with learning disabilities(LD). Both cases consider how the person’s LD, and other medical conditions, impacts their ability to understand routines of daily life. As per the Data Protection Act, 2018 the patients will be referred to by pseudonyms to protect their identities.
Andrew Brown has LD and was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s by a Clinical Psychologist following a series of cognitive assessments. Dementia UK, 2024, describe Alzheimer’s as a neurodegeneration of nerve cells in the brain which leads to a decline in cognitive abilities. The NHS, 2024 provide a chemical explanation for the loss of brain cells, caused by an abnormal build-up of 2 proteins called amyloid and tau in the brain. Andrew was referred to Speech & Language Therapy(SALT) as staff found he was struggling with some basic activities of daily living, primarily personal care and dressing, which Giebel et al, 2014 advises are the most impacted activities at all stages of dementia. Following a SALT assessment, indicating difficulties with retention of information, it was decided that providing visual instructions for these daily activities would support Andrew to maintain as much independence as possible. The CDO met with Andrew and staff and developed a visual breakdown of the stages of the activities he was finding challenging. This meant, despite Andrew struggling to retain information, he had a visual guide he could refer to which gave him step by step instructions to complete tasks and so maintain independence.
Joe Davies has a diagnosis of LD but also has a visual impairment which Evenhuis et al 2009 indicate impacts a person’s daily functioning and communication skills. Following a SALT assessment it was decided, due to his preverbal communication, he would benefit from an objects of reference programme to support him in understanding what is happening next in his day. Because of Joe’s visual impairment, neuroscience and the physics, biology and chemistry of the senses, Live Science, 2024, smell and touch were important considerations when selecting objects to be used as communication tools. The CDO met with Joe and staff and objects that provide sensory information, either through their smell or feel, to enable him to understand his activities were selected for his communication programme. 
Both individuals, due to cognitive limitations, struggled to understand daily activities and routines. Using neuroscience and the physics, biology and chemistry associated with how the brain and the senses work, programmes and resources to communicate activities and routines were put in place. Neuroscience could enable identification of the individual’s level of symbolic development, as described by Integrated Treatment Services, 2024 which looks at the developmental level at which people understand visual information. This would inform the CDO about the appropriate symbolic levels of visual information, be it object, photograph or symbol for the individuals. For Joe, due to his visual impairment objects would have to be used, but for Andrew the CDO could use photos or symbols depending on the developmental level indicated.
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