
pulmonary function testing. Therefore, the most useful eval-
uation of respiratory muscle function may be observation of
cough ability. The physical examination also provides an
important assessment of respiratory status including respira-
tory rate, work of breathing, presence of paradoxical breath-
ing, chest wall shape, and skin color (cyanosis or pallor). Gas
exchange monitoring, including pulse oximetry, can be used
as a spot check during the day for hypoxemia and as a guide
to direct airway clearance. For example, if oxygen saturation
is less than 94%, airway clearance techniques should be
used. Overnight pulse oximetry with chart recording can be
used to screen for nocturnal hypoxemia. Routine overnight
monitoring using pulse oximetry may help identify unsus-
pected hypoxic events but is usually very disruptive to the
family due to frequent false alarms. Currently there are no
data to support routine continuous oximetry monitoring.
Further research is needed before recommending this as part
of routine clinical care.

End-tidal carbon dioxide, transcutaneous CO2, and
serum bicarbonate measurement were also identified as
important assessment tools. However, serum bicarbonate
may give a false sense of reassurance, as normal values may
exist despite significant respiratory compromise during sleep.
End-tidal carbon dioxide and transcutaneous CO2 are
frequently difficult to obtain and not available routinely. If
available, these measurements can be used to assess for
sleep-related hypoventilation. The onset of hypoventilation is
insidious, and patients may be clinically asymptomatic.
Initially hypoventilation will occur in sleep (particularly rapid
eye movement sleep), but as deterioration progresses, day-
time respiratory function will be impacted.29,31 Polysomnog-
raphy is a diagnostic tool during which respiration and sleep
state are continuously monitored,40 and thus it identifies 
the presence and severity of sleep-disordered breathing.41

Polysomnography is useful in nonsitters, even in children
without obvious symptoms, and can be used to initiate and
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Figure 2. Summary of the natural history of pulmonary problems, assessment, and intervention in spinal muscular atrophy. The progression of pul-
monary problems is accompanied by appropriate assessment and intervention strategies. REM = rapid eye movement; NREM = non–rapid eye movement.
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