Stuttering

Stuttering is a communication disorder in which the flow of speech is broken by repetitions (li-li-like this), prolongations (lllllike this), or abnormal stoppages (no sound) of sounds and syllables.  There may be unusual facial and body movements associated with the effort to speak.

There are four factors that most likely contribute to the development of stuttering:  genetics (approximately 60% of those who stutter have a family member who does also); child development (children with other speech and language problems or developmental delays are more likely to stutter); neurophysiology (recent research has shown that people who stutter process speech and language in different areas of the brain than those who do not stutter); and family dynamics (high expectations and fast-paced lifestyles can contribute to stuttering).  Stuttering MAY occur when a combination of factors come together and may have different causes in different people.  

How You Can Help Your Child

1. Speak with your child in an unhurried way, pausing frequently.  Wait a few seconds after your child finishes speaking before you begin to speak.  Your own slow, relaxed speech will be far more effective than any criticism or advice such as “slow down” or “try it again slowly”.

2. Reduce the number of questions you ask your child.  Children speak more freely if they are expressing their own ideas rather than answering an adult’s questions.  Instead of asking questions, simply comment on what your child has said, thereby letting him/her know you heard him/her.

3. Use your facial expressions and other body language to convey to your child that you are listening to the content of his/her message and to to how he/she is talking.
4. Set aside a few minutes at a regular time each day when you can give your undivided attention to your child.  During this time, let the child choose what he/she would like to do.  Let him direct you in the activities and decide himself whether to talk or not.  When you talk during this special time, use slow, calm, and relaxed speech, with plenty of pauses.  This quiet, calm time can be a confidence-builder for younger children, letting them know that a parent enjoys their company.  As the child gets older, it can be a time when the child feels comfortable talking about his/her feelings and experiences with a parent.

5. Help all members of the family learn to take turns when talking and listening.  Children, especially those who stutter, find it much easier to talk when there are few interruptions and they have the listeners’ attention.

6. Observe the way you interact with your child.  Try to increase those times that give your child the message that you are listening to him/her and he/she has plenty of time to talk.  Try to decrease criticisms, rapid speech patterns, interruptions and questions.

7. Above all, convey that you accept your child as he/she is.  The most powerful force will be your support of him/her, whether he/she stutters or not.
8. Don’t require your child to speak precisely or correctly at all times.  Allow talking to be fun and enjoyable.

9. Use family meals as conversation time.  Avoid distractions such as television or radio.

10. Avoid having your child speak or read aloud when he/she is uncomfortable or when stuttering increases.  Instead, during those times encourage activities that do not require a lot of talking.

11. Maintain natural eye contact with your child.  Try not to look away or show signs of being upset.

12. Let your child speak for him/herself.  Allow your child to finish thoughts and sentences.  Pause before responding to your child’s questions and comments.

The best advice is to do what works, as long as it is reasonable.  Your child should never be punished for stuttering.  Parents have an intuitive sense about how to help their child overcome problems.  Thus, it is beneficial to know what things you have done that help your child and continue those that improve fluency.  If the suggestions upset your child or do not seem to help, explore other possibilities.  As with anything we do, we shouldn’t overdo it.  If something is said to the child every time he opens his mouth, it may become upsetting and not beneficial – even though it won’t be harmful or cause the stuttering to worsen.  It will do no good to stop your child, particularly while he/she is speaking fluently, and ask him/her to repeat a word on which he/she stuttered.  Some parents have developed hand signals and gestures to remind the child when he/she begins talking too fast, too loud, too hard, or in a way that results in stuttering.
