
 

Digital therapy app significantly improves
speech in stroke patients
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A UCL-developed app that provides speech therapy for people with the
language disorder aphasia has been found to significantly improve their
ability to talk.

iTalkBetter, developed by the Neurotherapeutics Group at the UCL
Queen Square Institute of Neurology, provides users the digital platform
to practice more than 200 commonly used words, in their own time and
without any limits on the amount of therapy they receive.

While employing games to maintain engagement, the app's integrated
speech recognizer analyzes speech in real time to give the user feedback
on whether they have named the displayed item correctly.

A new study, published in eClinicalMedicine, found that when used over
a six-week period for about 90 minutes per day, iTalkBetter significantly
improved patients' ability to name items by 13% for the 200 commonly
used words. Importantly, spontaneous speech was also found to improve.

Aphasia occurs when a person suffers brain damage, usually to the
organ's left side, leading to difficulties with speech or language. The
most common causes are stroke, severe head injury and brain tumors.

Symptoms can vary widely from person to person. However, most
people with aphasia have some trouble with their speaking, and may also
experience issues with writing, reading and listening.

Currently, the NHS provides around 12 hours of speech and language
therapy with further face-to-face therapy available via some charities or
privately.
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Corresponding author, Professor Alex Leff (UCL Institute of Cognitive
Neuroscience and UCL Queen Square Institute of Neurology), said,
"Most health care systems massively underdose people with aphasia in
terms of the hours of speech language therapy that they are provided
with. App-delivered therapy is one solution to this problem.

"This is the first randomized controlled trial of an app designed to
improve speaking that transfers to a naturalistic speaking task and show
an effect on connected speech."

The researchers tested the app in a phase II randomized clinical trial on
27 people with aphasia as a result of a stroke, between September 2020
and March 2022.

Researchers also used structural and functional magnetic resonance
imaging (MRI) to see what happened in the brains of participants when
using the app.

Structurally, they found that brain regions related to language perception,
production and control increased in volume after practice with
iTalkBetter.

Professor Leff added, "This is the first task-based fMRI study in people
with aphasia to identify dose-related changes in brain function. The
more people with aphasia practiced, the more they were able to activate
key auditory processing areas in the undamaged hemisphere."

iTalkBetter will soon be rolled out as an app available to all suitable
patients to use.

  More information: Efficacy of a gamified digital therapy for speech
production in people with chronic aphasia (iTalkBetter): behavioural and
imaging outcomes of a phase II item-randomised clinical trial, 
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