
Some of the ideas and suggestions in this booklet are taken from Renee Bymes’ book ‘Lets Talk about 
Stammering’. For more information see: www.stammering.org   www.stammeringineducation.net 

Normal non-fluency
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 – 5 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. 
Stammering in young children can be treated, so it is important to seek help as soon as possible.

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 including family 

history, environment and the child’s language abilities and occurs in all cultures and social groups
• There is no evidence to suggest that parents cause stammering in children
• 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
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Common questions that are asked
Is the child putting it on?
The answer is probably not. Stammering makes communication more difficult and why would a child 
want to make life more difficult for themselves!

Is the child copying someone who stammers?
Children do copy each other, but it is unlikely that they would do this for any length of time. Stammering is 
not “catching”. If more than one person in a family stammers it is probably due to genetic factors.

Did someone cause the child to stammer?
Research has shown that people cannot cause a child to stammer. However, the way people react to 
the child who stammers can make a difference to fluency.

I’m concerned that a child may be stammering – what should I do?
If you are concerned that a child in your setting may be stammering then discuss this with their 
parents.  It is a good idea to refer to the Speech and Language Therapy Service for advice. Please 
telephone 01225 711456.

What can you do to help?
If stammering occurs we can support the child by thinking hard about what demands are being placed 
on them. Observe the child in your setting and see if you can notice what makes the stammering better 
or worse. Try and make a list of demands and start thinking about how to reduce them. By reducing the 
demands we can try and re-balance the scales, therefore encouraging fluency. 

Reducing demands in your setting
Time Pressure
• Try and be calm and less ‘hurried’ during activities so that the child does not feel rushed.
• Show the child that you are listening to them.  Maintain ‘normal’ and relaxed eye-contact – Don’t 

look away but try not to stare either.
• Use pausing to create the impression that there is no hurry to speak.  Pause for one second to 

model ‘thinking time’.  This can give the child time and space to organise his thoughts into words 
and sentences.

Rate of Speech
• Slow your speech slightly when talking to the child and pause.  In this way you are showing the 

child how to speak more slowly and gradually he will learn this by copying you.

Turn Taking
• Be clear about taking turns in the setting and manage turn-taking.  This means that the child who 

stammers knows that they will be able to have their say.

Language Levels
• Keep your own language simple – use short simple sentences and reduce the number of questions 

you use.  The child will find it easier to process and respond to this simpler language and will not be 
overstretching himself to produce  language which is too sophisticated for his ability.



Reactions to stammering
• Try and remain calm and relaxed about the stammering.  In this way the child will not feel that 

their talking is ‘bad’ or ‘wrong’.
• Do not correct or criticise the child’s talking.  Avoid asking the child to stop, slow down, start 

again or take a breath.
• Don’t feel that you need to say the word for the child, instead repeat back any stammered words 

after the child speaks.  In this way, you are showing the child a smooth way of talking
 e.g. Child says “I ssseee a ca ca cat” Adult says “Oh yes, you see a cat. A lovely black cat”
• Acknowledge if the child gets really stuck and is distressed. In the same way as if the child fell 

over, comfort and reassure them: 
 e.g. “It’s ok, you’re still learning with your talking. I’m listening”.
 You may want to offer help “Shall we say the word together” and praise them when they finish. 

“Well done, you said it”. You may want to do an activity together that doesn’t involve lots of speech.

Other things that will help
Deal with difficult questions
Children in the setting may ask questions e.g. “Why does Ben talk like that?”. Respond honestly and 
carefully, e.g. “Ben sometimes gets his words stuck.  He knows what he wants to say so we can help him 
by giving him a little bit more time.”

Discuss with parents and Speech and Language Therapist
If the child has been referred to the Speech and Language Therapist, it would be useful to share 
your observations of the child in your setting. You may want to contact the speech and language 
therapist who can offer advice about how to help encourage the child’s fluency in your setting.

Information within this booklet was provided by:
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