
Signs and Symptoms of ALS

Muscle Weakness: One of the earliest signs is muscle 
weakness, which typically starts in one part of the 
body, such as a hand or a leg. Over time, it spreads to 
other muscles.

Muscle Twitching: Patients may experience muscle 
twitching or fasciculations, which are involuntary 
contractions of muscle fibers.

Muscle Atrophy: Gradual muscle atrophy (wasting) can 
occur, leading to a loss of muscle mass and strength.

Difficulty Swallowing (Dysphagia): ALS can affect the 
muscles responsible for swallowing, making it difficult 
to eat and drink.

Speech Problems (Dysarthria): Patients may have 
difficulty speaking clearly due to weakened tongue and 
facial muscles.

Respiratory Problems: ALS can affect the muscles 
used for breathing, leading to shortness of breath and 
respiratory distress.

Emotional and Cognitive Changes: Some patients may
experience changes in mood and cognition, though 
ALS primarily affects motor functions.

Stiffness and Cramping: Muscle stiffness and 
cramping can occur.

Difficulty Walking: As leg muscles weaken, patients 
may have trouble walking and may require assistance 
or mobility aids.

Caring for a patient with ALS can be physically and emotionally demanding, 
so it's essential to have a support system in place and to prioritize self-care as 
a caregiver. Remember that each patient's experience with ALS is unique, 
and individualized care and support are crucial. 

Educational Tips for Caring for 
a Patient with ALS

Learn About ALS: Educate yourself about ALS to understand the disease's 
progression, symptoms, and the challenges the patient may face. This 
knowledge will help you provide better care and support.

Assistive Devices: Provide assistive devices such as wheelchairs, communication 
aids, and mobility devices to improve the patient's independence and quality of life.

Physical Therapy: Encourage the patient to engage in physical therapy to 
maintain muscle strength and function for as long as possible.

Occupational Therapy: Occupational therapists can help patients adapt to daily 
activities and suggest modifications to their environment to enhance their 
independence.

Speech Therapy: Speech therapy can assist with communication challenges, 
including the use of communication devices and techniques.

Respiratory Support: Be prepared for respiratory issues. Ensure the patient has 
access to respiratory support equipment and understands how to use it.

Dietary Support: If the patient has dysphagia, consult a dietitian to create a safe 
and nutritious meal plan. They may require modified textures and techniques for 
eating and drinking.

Emotional Support: ALS can be emotionally challenging for both the patient and 
caregivers. Encourage open communication and consider therapy or support groups.

Assistance with Daily Living: Assist with activities of daily living (ADLs) as 
needed, such as bathing, dressing, and grooming.

Legal and Financial Planning: Help the patient plan for the future, including legal 
and financial matters, advanced directives, and end-of-life care decisions.

Respite Care: Family and caregivers also need support. Consider respite care to 
provide temporary relief, so you can take breaks and maintain your own 
well-being.

Advocacy and Support: Connect with ALS support organizations, such as the ALS 
Association, to access resources, information, and a community of others 
facing similar challenges.

Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), also known as Lou Gehrig's 
disease, is a neurodegenerative disorder that primarily affects motor 
neurons in the brain and spinal cord. It leads to progressive muscle 
weakness and loss of motor function. Here are some signs and 
symptoms of ALS, along with educational tips for caring for a 
patient with ALS:  
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Contact Anova Health Care System for more information 
about care for you or your loved one! 


