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Treatment for head and neck cancer (surgery, chemotherapy and radiotherapy) can affect the muscle 
movements of your mouth, throat, head and neck. This can in turn affect your speech and 
swallowing. 

You may have a swallowing problem if you are:

• Clearing your throat or coughing when eating or drinking

• Feeling that food or drink is getting stuck in your throat

• Having chest infections

• Finding eating or drinking is difficult and taking longer than normal

 

 

You may also find it helpful to speak to your consultant, radiographers or GP to make sure 
that any pain or discomfort is controlled. This can make a big difference to what you are 
able to swallow and whether you are able to do the exercises.

You should be seen by a SLT prior to your treatment. They will discuss which exercises are suitable 
for you.
 

Swallowing exercises
for radiotherapy

Information for patients
Speech and Language Therapy

Please contact your local speech and language therapist (SLT) if you are having 
swallowing problems.

Your SLT phone number is …………………………………....................................
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The exercises below help to keep the muscles flexible to reduce the risk of developing swallowing 
problems during and after treatment.

How often should I do the exercises?             

• Do each set of exercises 3 times a day, every day.

• If you are feeling ill, try to do them at least once a day.

Focus on the exercises you feel are helping the tightest muscles.

When do I stop?    

Continue with these exercises for 6 months after treatment, then do them once daily to check the 
muscles aren’t getting tight again.

 Tongue exercises

Be aware:

1. Don’t hold your breath during the exercises, stay relaxed.

2. Sit comfortably.

3. Go gently, take care not to overdo things, you should feel a stretch but no pain.

If there is pain …. STOP!

Exercises 
for the 
tongue

 

How to do the exercises

How 
many 
times?

Is this 
exercise 
for me?

Tongue hold • Gently hold your tongue 
between your teeth or gums, 
and swallow.

 

5

 

Tongue out • Stick your tongue out and 
press against a teaspoon.

• Hold for 5 seconds.

 

5

 

Swallow 
hard

• Swallow as hard as you can 
with saliva/food.

• Push as hard as you can with 
the tongue against the roof 
of your mouth.

 

5
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Throat exercises

 

Exercises 
for the 
throat

How to do the exercises How 
many 
times?

Is this 
exercise 
for me?

Head lift • Lie down on your back with 
your shoulders and head on a 
flat surface. Keeping your 
shoulders stable, tighten the 
muscles under your chin.

• Now lift your head up, 
bringing your chin down to 
your chest.

• Hold for 10 seconds

 

5

 

Head down 
with towel

• Sit in a chair. Place a rolled 
hand towel under your chin.

• Put your head down to press 
your chin into the towel.

• Hold for 10 seconds.

• Bring your head up and relax.

 

5

 

Head down 
with ball

• Place a ball between your 
chin and chest.

• Put your head down to press 
your chin into the ball.

• Hold for 10 seconds.

• Bring your head up and relax. 

 

5

Swallow 
and hold

• Place your fingers gently on 
your voice box and feel it 
move up and down as you 
swallow.

• Start to swallow and as your 
voice box rises, try not to let it 
drop.

• Hold it up with your throat 
muscles for several seconds.

  

5
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Mouth exercises

 

Additional information:

Video showing the exercises

Mouth open • Slowly open your mouth 
wide.

• Hold for 5 seconds.

• Relax.

 

5

Mouth open 
with fingers

• Slowly open your mouth, 
place up to 3 fingers between 
your teeth/gums.

• Hold for up to 30 seconds.

 

5

Cheek 
massage

• Gentle massage the middle of 
your cheek (below your 
cheekbone) in circular 
movements.

 

For 5 
minutes

Please follow the link below, or scan the QR code opposite to access the video

• https://video.sth.nhs.uk/ent?videoId=4515

For alternative formats please see www.sth.nhs.uk/patients/patient-information
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Speech and Language Therapy

Patient Advice & Liaison Service (PALS)
The team are available to help with any concerns, complaints or questions you may have about your 
experience at the Trust. Their office is in the Main Foyer (Gate 4) of Doncaster Royal Infirmary. Contact 
can be made either in person, by telephone or email.  

The contact details are: 
Telephone: 01302 642764 or 0800 028 8059 
Email: dbth.pals.dbh@nhs.net

This leaflet has been developed by Sheffield Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust and adapted for Doncaster and Bassetlaw Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust.


