Research Project:

A feasibility study of LSVT Artic to improve speech performance in people with
progressive ataxia

Principal researcher: Prof Anja Lowit, Strathclyde University (UK)

Scientific summary

Over the last five years, Prof Lowit and her research team have been carrying out studies to identify
effective treatment models for people with speech problems caused by ataxia. The purpose of this
current study was to test some adjustments to the intervention, and to strengthen the evidence required
to apply for a large scale randomised controlled trial (RCT).

In their first study, they showed that extended Lee Silverman Voice Treatment Loud (LSVT-X Loud) had
some benefits for people with ataxia, including to physiological functions underlying speech, such as
improved voice quality and confidence in communicating. However, another important outcome
measure, intelligibility, did not show improvement. In the next study, they added a peer support element,
enabling participants to practise in a group every day for four weeks (ClearSpeechTogether).
Intelligibility improved for almost everyone that took part, and communication confidence improved for
all participants.

The researchers studied a new approach called LSVT Artic®, which was administered intensively over
four weeks. They explored whether this more intensive, one-to-one delivery of therapy has the potential
to achieve better communication outcomes than the group model, and whether the intensive nature of
the treatment might be a barrier to participation for people with ataxia. Prof Lowit, with support from
LSVT Global — the developers of LSVT Artic® — initially treated six individuals to explore the treatment
potential: five people with Friedreich’s ataxia and one person with Spinocerebellar ataxia type-6.

Both feasibility and acceptability were high. Communication benefits were comparable to other
treatment outcomes reported in previous studies. Three of the six speakers showed reduced speech
rates, and two out of six reduced articulation rates in both post-therapy assessments. In addition, a
further three speakers showed reduced articulation rates immediately post-treatment, but these rose
again to pre-treatment levels in the 6-month follow up assessment. Despite the non-significant results,
there was a trend identifiable in at least half of the speaker group to reduce rate, possibly indicating an
effort to speak more clearly.

In terms of intelligibility and naturalness of the reading samples, there were some positive results
despite the non-significant statistical results. The most definite improvements were evident in psycho-
social measures. Confidence and communication participation rose significantly from pre- to post-
therapy and was maintained over the six months follow-up period. The team now plan to run an RCT
to collect more supporting evidence.

Lay Summary

Evidence for the effectiveness of speech treatment to improve communication for people with ataxia is
steadily increasing. Over the last five years, Prof Lowit and her team have contributed critical studies
to this topic, testing different speech treatments for people with ataxia. In their first study, they found
that Lee Silverman Voice Treatment Loud (LSVT Loud) had some benefits for people with ataxia.

Participants in the study had improved voice quality and confidence in communicating. However,
another important outcome measure, intelligibility, did not show any improvement. In the next study,
they added a peer support element, which enabled participants to practise in a group every day for four
weeks. Intelligibility improved in almost everyone that took part, and communication confidence
improved for all participants.
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The researchers then carried out a trial of a new one-to-one approach called LSVT Artic® on six
participants (five with Friedreich’s ataxia and one with Spinocerebellar ataxia type 6), which was funded
by Ataxia UK and LSVT Global who developed the LSVT programme. LSVT Artic® focuses more on
articulation rather than a loud voice. About half of the speaker group had slower rates post-therapy,
possibly indicating an effort to speak more clearly. This was reflected in some of the participants having
higher intelligibility and naturalness ratings when reading. The most consistent improvements were
again seen in the psycho-social measures.

Confidence and communication participation rose significantly from pre- to post-therapy and was
sustained over the six months follow-up period.

Whilst all of the above studies showed promise in some way, the small participant numbers mean they
cannot give any clear indications of whether therapy works or not, so the important next step is to run
a large-scale trial, which will conclusively show whether speech therapy is effective for people with
ataxia, and which approach works best. As a final preparatory step, the researchers are currently
recruiting another 6 people with Friedreich’s Ataxia to take part in the more intense version of LSVT
Loud® to compare it directly to the LSVT Artic® treatment they just evaluated.

For more support or information please contact: Ataxia UK, 12 Broadbent Close, London, N6
5JW

Website: www.ataxia.org.uk.

Helpline: 0800 995 6037 Tel: +44 (0)20 7582 1444

Email: helpline@ataxia.org.uk.
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