
oral motor exam checklist
Oral motor exam checklist is a crucial tool in the assessment of an individual's oral and facial
structures, as well as their ability to perform various motor tasks related to speech, eating, and
swallowing. This checklist serves as a systematic guide for clinicians, particularly speech-language
pathologists, to evaluate the functional integrity of the oral motor system. An effective oral motor
exam can help identify issues related to articulation, feeding, and overall oral health and can inform
treatment planning and intervention strategies.

Understanding the Importance of Oral Motor Exams

Oral motor exams are vital for diagnosing a range of conditions that can affect communication and
feeding. These may include:

- Speech sound disorders
- Swallowing difficulties (dysphagia)
- Neurological disorders (e.g., stroke, cerebral palsy)
- Structural abnormalities (e.g., cleft lip/palate)

By conducting an oral motor exam, clinicians can:

- Assess the functional capabilities of the oral structures
- Identify specific areas of weakness or dysfunction
- Develop targeted therapy goals and interventions
- Track progress in treatment over time

Components of an Oral Motor Exam

An oral motor exam typically involves several key components that evaluate the structure, sensation,
and functioning of the oral motor system. Below are the primary areas of focus.

1. Structural Assessment

The first step in an oral motor exam is to evaluate the structure of the oral cavity and associated
anatomical features. This includes:

- Lips: Check for symmetry, strength, and mobility. Ask the individual to pucker their lips and smile.
- Tongue: Assess size, shape, and mobility. The clinician may ask the individual to stick out their
tongue, move it side to side, and elevate it to the roof of their mouth.
- Teeth: Examine dental alignment and condition. Note the presence of any missing or damaged
teeth.
- Palate: Inspect the hard and soft palate for any abnormalities, such as clefts or fissures.
- Jaw: Evaluate the range of motion and strength by asking the individual to open and close their



mouth, as well as move their jaw from side to side.

2. Sensory Assessment

Sensory evaluation is crucial to understanding how well the individual can perceive sensations in the
oral cavity. Key aspects to assess include:

- Light touch sensitivity: Use a cotton swab or fingertip to lightly touch various areas of the lips,
cheeks, tongue, and palate.
- Temperature sensitivity: Test the ability to distinguish between hot and cold using items like a warm
cup and a cold piece of ice.
- Taste sensitivity: Evaluate the ability to identify different tastes using flavored solutions (sweet,
salty, bitter, sour).

3. Motor Function Assessment

The final component of the oral motor exam focuses on the functional abilities of the oral structures.
This includes:

- Range of motion: Observe the individual’s ability to move the tongue, lips, and jaw through their full
range of motion.
- Strength: Assess the strength of the lips and tongue by applying resistance while the individual
performs tasks such as puckering or pushing against the clinician’s hand.
- Coordination: Evaluate the ability to perform complex tasks, such as alternating movements of the
tongue (e.g., lick the lips or move the tongue in a circular motion).
- Timing: Assess how quickly and effectively the individual can perform oral motor tasks.

Oral Motor Exam Checklist

A comprehensive oral motor exam checklist can help clinicians systematically evaluate the various
components of oral motor function. Below is a suggested checklist that can be adapted based on the
individual's needs.

Structural Checklist

- [ ] Observe lip symmetry and mobility
- [ ] Evaluate tongue size, shape, and mobility
- [ ] Inspect dental health (number and condition of teeth)
- [ ] Assess hard and soft palate for abnormalities
- [ ] Check jaw range of motion and strength



Sensory Checklist

- [ ] Test light touch sensitivity in oral cavity
- [ ] Evaluate temperature sensitivity
- [ ] Assess taste discrimination (sweet, salty, sour, bitter)

Motor Function Checklist

- [ ] Document range of motion for tongue, lips, and jaw
- [ ] Measure strength of lips and tongue during resistance tasks
- [ ] Assess coordination with complex oral tasks
- [ ] Time the performance of oral motor tasks

Interpreting Findings from the Oral Motor Exam

Once the oral motor exam is complete, the clinician must interpret the findings to determine the
presence of any dysfunction or abnormalities. Consider the following aspects:

- Normal Findings: Indicate that the oral motor structures function effectively, with no apparent
deficits.
- Mild Dysfunction: May require monitoring and possibly some intervention, depending on the severity
of the issues.
- Significant Dysfunction: Indicates that the individual may need comprehensive intervention, which
could include therapy or referral to additional specialists (e.g., occupational therapists, dentists).

Intervention Strategies

Based on the results of the oral motor exam, clinicians may develop tailored intervention strategies.
These could include:

- Oral Motor Exercises: Targeted exercises to strengthen and improve the coordination of oral
structures.
- Feeding Therapy: Assistance with feeding techniques to improve safety and efficiency during eating
and swallowing.
- Speech Therapy: Activities focused on articulation, fluency, and overall communication skills.
- Education and Counseling: Providing information to caregivers and family members about oral care
and feeding strategies.

Conclusion

The oral motor exam checklist is an essential tool for clinicians in assessing and diagnosing oral motor
dysfunctions. By systematically evaluating the structure, sensory perception, and motor function of



the oral cavity, clinicians can identify specific areas of concern and develop appropriate intervention
strategies. Regularly conducting oral motor exams can also facilitate tracking progress and making
necessary adjustments to treatment plans. Ultimately, a thorough oral motor exam can significantly
enhance the quality of life for individuals experiencing oral motor difficulties, improving their
communication and feeding abilities.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is an oral motor exam checklist?
An oral motor exam checklist is a systematic tool used by speech-language pathologists to assess the
strength, coordination, and range of motion of the oral structures, including the lips, tongue, and jaw.

Why is an oral motor exam important?
An oral motor exam is important because it helps identify potential issues with speech, feeding, and
swallowing, allowing for targeted interventions and therapy.

What are common components of an oral motor exam
checklist?
Common components typically include assessments of lip closure, tongue movement, jaw strength,
and the ability to perform specific tasks like puffing cheeks or chewing.

Who should conduct an oral motor exam?
An oral motor exam should be conducted by a qualified speech-language pathologist or healthcare
professional trained in oral motor assessments.

How often should an oral motor exam be performed?
The frequency of oral motor exams varies based on individual needs, but they are often performed
during initial assessments, follow-ups, or when changes in speech or feeding are observed.

What conditions can an oral motor exam help diagnose?
An oral motor exam can help diagnose conditions such as dysarthria, apraxia of speech, oral aversion,
and other speech or feeding disorders.

Can parents use an oral motor exam checklist at home?
While parents can observe and report certain behaviors, it is recommended that a qualified
professional conduct the exam to ensure accurate assessment and interpretation.
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