
Learning to talk, like learning to walk, is never a completely smooth and trouble-free process.  

Many children stumble over words as they learn to construct sentences. A natural period of 
non-fluency often occurs between the ages of 2 – 4 years. During this period, children may repeat 
words or phrases and use some interceptions (um’s, eh’s) as they sort out what it is they’re trying to 
say.  Children usually grow out of this without any help.

It may be difficult to tell the difference between normal non-fluency and early stammering. If you are at 
all concerned about your child’s speech you should arrange to see a Speech and Language Therapist.

What is stammering?
Stammering is a disruption of the fluency of speech. The characteristics of stammering vary from one 
child to another. A child who is stammering may show some or all of the following features.

1. Repetition of sounds or syllables or short words
2. Prolongations of sounds (i.e. lengthening a sound)
3. Blocking (i.e. getting stuck on a sound).

What do we know about stammering?
• Most evidence suggests that a combination of factors contribute to stammering. 
• A predisposition to stammering often runs in families
• We know that children who stammer have some difficulty managing the fine co-ordination and 

timing skills needed for smooth speech
• Stammering occurs in all cultures and social groups
• There no evidence to suggest that parents cause stammering in children
• We know that the child’s environment can influence the way they speak.
• Many more boys stammer than girls – in fact, stammering is between three and four times more 

common amongst boys than amongst girls
• The severity of stammering often varies and it is not always easy to see why.  Stammering is often 

more likely to occur when the child is tired, excited or unwell.  You will know best what influences 
your own child’s speech.

 

Finding Fluency
Information about stammering and how to help your child 
become more fluent

A parent's guide



What can parents do?
We know that the way parents speak can help a child to become more fluent.
You can use the Top Tips below to support your child’s smooth talking.  

Top tips for fluency 
1. Give your child time to think and respond. Try to pause for 3 - 5 seconds before you respond. This 

will slow things down and give the child time for thought.
2. Talk more slowly and pause between your sentences. 
3. Show you are listening by keeping eye contact with your child.  
4. Use shorter, simpler sentences. Try swapping your questions for comments so that your child can 

choose whether they are ready to say something.
5. Talk about things that your child wants to talk about and follow their lead.
6. Notice the smooth talking your child is doing during the day. You might be surprised at how much 

smooth talking they are doing.  
7. Listen to what your child says and repeat it back to them. This shows your child that you have 

heard what they said and models smooth talking.  Don’t ask your child to say it again.
8. Provide reassurance and support if your child is showing awareness of their bumpy talking or 

getting upset e.g. “don’t worry we all get stuck sometimes”.  

Try to use the Top Tips as much as you can throughout the day e.g. on the way to school, at meal times, 
at bath times, while playing a game. These things may sound easy but they will take time to learn.  

Other things that will help
Remember that your child is growing, developing and changing all the time.  He or she may need 
more time and space to develop in certain areas. Let this happen at your child’s own pace.

All children have things they are good at and others that they need more time to learn. Remember to 
praise your child for the things he or she does well. Developing your child’s confidence is very important.

A calmer, less hurried lifestyle at home means that you and your child need not feel rushed. 

Try to look at and listen to your child when he or she needs to speak to you. Encourage the idea of 
taking turns in the conversations at home. The whole family will benefit from taking turns!

For more information visit:  The British Stammering Association www.stammering.org and the 
Michael Palin Centre www.stammeringcentre.org  
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