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Stammering in Young Children - The Facts and How to Help

What is Stammering?

Causes and Development of Stammering
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Why Does Stammering Come and Go?

Some Common External Demands:

e Time pressure — with busy lives and lots of daily activities, there may be a sense of
“hurriedness”. The child feels rushed and tries to speak quickly.

o Other people talking quickly — the child has to work harder to process the
information quickly enough and think of how to respond.

o Turn-taking — the child feels they can’t have their say in the conversation or fears
being interrupted.

o Complexity of language — the child struggles to understand what is being said and
therefore finds it harder to respond.

e Answering questions —when we ask a child a question, we are demanding a
response, which can put added pressure on.

o Negative or impatient reactions to stammering — this can affect how the child
begins to feel about the stammering.

How to Help
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Reducing Demands

e Try and be calm and less ‘hurried’ during activities so that the child does not
feel rushed. Make sure the child is allowed some ‘down time’ during the day.

e Show the child that you are listening to them. Maintain relaxed eye-contact.

e Wait for the child to finish speaking and avoid interrupting. If you are busy
and not able to give your child your full attention when they’re trying to tell
you something, be honest with them and tell them you can't listen properly
right now, but you’ll make time to listen to what they want to tell you as soon
as you can.

e Slow your own speech slightly when talking to the child — putting lots of
pauses in while speaking or before responding is a helpful way of doing this.
Children learn about talking from the way others around them speak. By
slowing yourself down, you are helping your child to speak more slowly and
giving them the message that there’s no rush.

e This is an important skill all children have to learn. Talk about taking turns
and make sure you manage turn-taking within the family — this is especially
important if the child has chatty siblings! If this is an issue within your family,
try and have regular one-to-one time with your child who stammers, so they
know they won'’t be interrupted and will be able to have their say during these
times.

o Keep your own language simple — use short simple sentences and reduce
the number of questions you use. Children find it easier to process and
respond to simpler language and will not be overstretching themselves to
produce language which is too sophisticated for their abilities.

Helpful Reactions to Stammering

e Try and remain calm and relaxed about the stammering. It's normal for
parents to feel anxious when a child starts stammering, but try and avoid
transmitting that anxiety to the child.

e Be mindful of the language you use around the child. Avoid using words like
‘bad’, e.g. “his stammer’s really bad today.”

e Accept any attempts at talking. Don’t correct or criticise the child’s talking.

e Avoid asking the child to stop, slow down, start again or take a breath. If you
feel your child is going too fast, try saying, “It's OK, there’s no rush.”

e Listen to WHAT your child is trying to tell you, rather than focusing on how
they’re saying it.

e Praising your child’s communication skills will boost their confidence and
prevent them from internalising the idea that they’re not good talkers. Some
examples of praise you could use:

o “What a brilliant word you used. | didn’t know you knew that word.
What a lot of new words you're learning.”
o “That was a very long sentence. Well done!”
“I really liked the way you explained that. It was really clear.”
o “You listened really well then.”

o
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Talk about Stammering

Stephanie Burgess, Highly Specialist Speech and Language Therapist



