
Developmental Non-Fluency 

What is  stammer ing?

Repeating

Stretching

Blocking

Stammering which begins in early childhood is
known as developmental stammering. In young
children stammering is not uncommon.
Stammering, or stuttering, affects up to 8% of
children, normally between the ages of two and
seven. In most children this will be short-lived.

Repeating parts of words several times "Mu-mu-mumummy"

Stretching sounds "I want a sssstory"

Getting stuck on the first sound of a word so no sound
comes out for a few seconds "...I got a teddy."
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Stammering is primarily a
neurological, not psychological,
condition. It is often hereditary –

about 60% of people who stammer
have another family member who

stammers. 
stammer ing  can be . . .

Effortful
A child may put extra effort into saying specific sounds or
words. You may notice tension around the eyes, lips and jaw.
They may hold their breath or take a big breath before
speaking, so that their breathing seems uneven 

Body Movements
Using body movements to help get a word out - stamps
their foot or moves their head or losing eye contact when
stuck on a word

Hiding 
A child tries to hide their stammer: pretend they’ve
forgotten what they want to say, change a word they
have started to say or go unusually quiet.

The above features will probably vary in their
frequency according to the speaking situation.

What is clear is that parents do not causeWhat is clear is that parents do not cause
stammering. The way you respond to your child'sstammering. The way you respond to your child's

stammer can make a real difference.stammer can make a real difference.

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 – 7 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 work through this without
any help.

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

Supporting

in your setting



We ’re  l i sten ing  –  tell  us  what you th ink

Young children who are stammering are doing
their best whilst speaking, there should be no
expectation for them to make changes. It is up
to us as adults to create the right
environment and support for a child to be able
to communicate. 

Reduce time pressure
Pause for one second before responding to the child. 
This will slow things down and give them time for thought

Talk more slowly
You will be showing the child how to speak slowly, and they will
gradually learn this by copying you. 

Create a calm environment
Use visual timetables, reduce background noise, create safe/
quiet spaces for a child to retreat to. Try calming activities e.g.
reading, craft or singing. 

Adapt your interaction skills
Use shorter, simpler sentences.  
Avoid asking too many questions. Keep language simple. 

Talk about things the child wants to talk about.  
Listen to what the child says rather than how he/ she says it.

Try to look at and listen to the child when they need to speak to
you. 
Maintain 'normal' and relaxed eye-contact.   

Encourage the idea of taking turns
Be clear about taking turns to talk and manage turn-taking whilst
speaking. This means the child will know they will be able to have
their say. 

Offer praise
Praise the child for the things they do well. 
Developing a child’s confidence is very important. Ensure speaking
opportunities are created and are successful. 

Offer Reassurance
If a child is struggling and/ or becomes distressed,, reassure them
that you have noticed the bumpy talking, it's ok and you are
listening. You can also offer to say the word together with them.
Perhaps offer an activity that doesn't involve lots of speech  

Dealing with difficult
questions

Comments from other children
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.”
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Is the child putting it on?
The answer is probably not. 
 Stammering is hard work and not
something someone puts on. 

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 their talking.



Other Useful Resources
Swindon Speech and Language
Therapy Website

• STAMMA- Great information
and access to online groups and
helpline 

• How to talk so kids will listen:
Series

 

We’d like to know when things go well, suggestions or concerns 
Please discuss these with your Speech & Language Therapist 
or contact us

You can also fill in our electronic survey here

Share your observations of the child in your setting
with the Speech and Language Therapist who can
offer advice about how to support them. 

Remember
If you are at all concerned about a child
stammering please fill in a referral form with
parent’s consent. You do not need to complete
BRISC or demonstrate a graduated response for
this. 

Access our information leaflet for parents here

Access our advice leaflets on how adults can
adapt their interaction to support communication

Access our online, free of charge, Stammering
Awareness session 
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A useful way to think about
stammering is to imagine an old
fashioned set of scales. These
scales represent a child’s
talking. On one side we have the
child’s ability to talk. On the other
side are demands on the child.
These demands may be placed
on the child by the people they
talk to, the environment they are
communicating in or by the child
themselves.

Consider how you can reduce
demands in your setting. See the
What Helps section. 

Watch this video which explains
managing demands and abilities
further

Common Demands
Time pressure  
There may be a sense of “hurriedness”.
The child feels he has little time and tries to
speak quickly.
Rate of others 
The child has to work harder to process
the information and think of how to respond.
Turn taking 
The child rushes in all the time or can’t have
their say.
Level of language 
The language levels of adults or the
child himself can impact on fluency. Using
language that is too complicated means the
child has to work harder to understand and
think of how to respond.
Re-actions to stammering
The way people react to stammering affect it.

https://localoffer.swindon.gov.uk/content/send-local-offer/landing-pages/health-landing-pages-and-content-pages/health-needs/speech-and-language-therapy/what-can-i-do-to-support-a-childyoung-persons-speech-language-or-communication-development/stammering/
https://stamma.org/get-support/parents
https://www.google.com/search?gs_ssp=eJzj4tVP1zc0TKoqskzONqwyYPRSy8gvVyjJVyhJzMlWKM5XyMksKclJVcjOTClWKM_MyQEKFJek5gEA9tES_w&q=how+to+talk+so+little+kids+will+listen&rlz=1C1GCEA_enGB1031GB1031&oq=how+to+talk+so+l&aqs=chrome.1.69i57j46i512j0i390l2.7881j1j1&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&safe=active&ssui=on
https://www.smartsurvey.co.uk/s/SpeechTherapyfeedback/
https://www.smartsurvey.co.uk/s/SpeechTherapyfeedback/
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Flocaloffer.swindon.gov.uk%2Fmedia%2F36841%2Fsalt-referral-form-august-2022.doc&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://localoffer.swindon.gov.uk/content/send-local-offer/landing-pages/health-landing-pages-and-content-pages/health-needs/speech-and-language-therapy/what-can-i-do-to-support-a-childyoung-persons-speech-language-or-communication-development/stammering/
https://localoffer.swindon.gov.uk/content/send-local-offer/landing-pages/health-landing-pages-and-content-pages/health-needs/speech-and-language-therapy/what-can-i-do-to-support-a-childyoung-persons-speech-language-or-communication-development/useful-information-and-resources/
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Flocaloffer.swindon.gov.uk%2Fmedia%2F36260%2Fstammering-awareness-editable.pptx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0-KgZ321qeQ

