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TIPS FROM THE SCHOOL SPEECH-LANGUAGE PATHOLOGIST

HOW TO HELP A CHILD WHO STUTTERS

What is stuttering?

Stuttering is defined as interruptions in the flow of speech.  One or more of the following characteristics may be present:

· Sound repetitions, e.g. b-b-b-bye
· Word repetitions, e.g. I went went  went to school.
· Prolongations/stretching out a sound, e.g. I lllllike chocolate.
· Silent blocks/stoppage of sound, e.g. He didn’t ………… give me a cookie.
Body and/or facial movements may accompany periods of stuttering.  No two people stutter in the same way.  There may be differences in the amount of stuttering from day to day or from situation to situation. For example, some children may only stutter in conversations while others may stutter primarily when they read aloud.  Other terms sometimes used to refer to stuttering are dysfluent speech and stammering.

What causes stuttering?

There are no known causes of stuttering.  Current research has investigated neuromuscular factors and heredity as contributing factors.

When should I be concerned?

Stuttering-like behaviours are often observed between the ages of 2 to 7 when children are in the early stages of speech and language development.  These periods of speech difficulty often disappear as a child matures.  When the frequency of the dysfluency is of concern, or the dysfluency continues for a long period of time, a consultation from a professional speech-language pathologist is recommended.  Sometimes a child may react to their dysfluent speech in a negative way, even though it is not a concern to others.  In such cases, a professional consultation is also warranted.
What can you do?

DO
· Be a good listener.  Give the child time to speak.  For example, set aside short periods of time to 

encourage conversation.  This can lead to positive feelings about talking.

· Provide a good speech model.  Use a calm, gentle manner with a slower rate of speech when talking or asking questions.

· Maintain natural eye contact while the child is talking.

· Keep a calm, relaxed, encouraging atmosphere that fosters easy speech production.  When possible, 

discuss new situations in advance so that the child will know what to expect.

· Try to reduce distractions in the environment (television, radio, general noise level) so that you can focus on the conversation.

· Encourage conversation when the child is having a “good day”.

· Encourage others to be considerate and understanding of the child’s speech difficulties.

· Recognize and celebrate the child’s strengths.

CAUTIONS

· Do not interrupt the child while he/she is talking.  Do not finish the child’s sentences for him/her; instead let the child finish what he/she has to say.

· Don’t try to correct the child by saying things like, relax … take a deep breath … start over again!

· Do not rush your speech or questioning.  

· Do not let your body language convey your anxiety about the child’s stuttering.

· Do not make the child rush their speech talking.  If the child’s message is urgent, take the child aside to have a calm conversation where he/she can use a slower rate of speaking.  

· When a child is upset or excited, don’t demand that he/she tells you what happened.  First, deal with the emotion (i.e., calm the child down), and then inquire about the child’s message.

· Do not force the child to talk when he/she is over-tired, irritable, or generally having a “bad day”.

· Never allow others to tease the child about his/her stuttering.
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