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Stuttering, also known as stammering or fluency 
disorder, is a speech disorder that disrupts the 
rhythm and forward flow of speech such that a person 

knows exactly what he/she wants to say, but cannot say it 
out smoothly. These disruptions can present as involuntary 
repetitions or even to the extent of stopping speech. It 
usually starts at around 2 to 3 years-old and can persist into 
adulthood, if it is not treated early or properly. 

The cause of stuttering is unknown, but it is believed to be a 
physical disorder where there are difficulties in the planning 
and execution of signals in the brain involved in speech 
production (speech-motor coordination). There is a genetic 
predisposition to stuttering. About 60% of people who 
stutter report of a known family member who also stutters. 
It also happens more to boys than girls at a ratio of 4:1.

Stuttering is a condition that often occurs alone, although it 
can also be diagnosed with other disorders, such as speech 
delay. One very important thing to note is that stuttering 
is not caused by an intellectual disability, poor parental 
upbringing or psychological/anxiety issue. It is a physical 
speech-motor coordination issue. However, if a person who 

stutters becomes a victim of bullying or develops negative 
social behaviours due to stuttering, it can have an impact 
on their self-confidence and result in anxiety issues or 
avoidance of certain speaking situations. 

DETECTION OF STUTTERING
A person who stutters knows exactly what he/she wants 
to say, but at the point of saying, finds himself/herself 
stuck or unable to get the words out of his/her mouth. 
These disruptions in the forward flow of speech comes in 3 
different forms. They are:

Repetitions - Repeating certain sounds or words (e.g. 
“I-I-I have a cat.”)

Prolongations - Stretching or dragging out a sound or 
air (e.g. “I hhhhhhhave a cat.”)

Blocks - Abnormal delay or stoppages of sound and air. 
There may be an accompanying sensation of being stuck 
with effort (e.g. “I have a (silence…) cat.”); or a person 
with stuttering may often feel that they have to exert 
effort in order to get the words out when blocks happen. 

Stutter Startle

Repetitions usually happens at the beginning stage of 
stuttering. As stuttering persists, prolongations and blocks 
will appear. Along with these 3 different types of stutter, 
there may be accompanying signs called secondary 
behaviours. These are observable physical features such as 
head nods, jaw tremors, nostril flaring or eye blinks. 

It can be difficult for yourself or your family members to 
know if you or your child is stuttering. Therefore, if you 
find a person struggling to speak and the flow of speech is 
especially affected, or you are experiencing something that 
is quite similar to what has been described above, it may be 
worthwhile to seek the opinion of a speech therapist who is 
trained and has experience in the field of stuttering. 

TREATMENT FOR STUTTERING
Many people feel that stuttering is a phase that they will 
eventually outgrow. Some children do spontaneously 
recover from stuttering; however, it will only happen within 
the first year after their first stutter occurred. For example, 
in the case where a child started stuttering at 3-years-old, 
if spontaneous recovery is to happen, it should be before 
the child turns 4-years-old. If he is still stuttering after 
4-years-old, spontaneous recovery is unlikely. However, 
one should not wait it out because it is hard to predict who 
will spontaneously recover without treatment. 

Early intervention is effective. And it is most effective before 
the age of 6. After 6-years-old, stuttering is permanent and 
the therapy goal will be changed to manage the stutters, 
instead of curing it. 

Ignoring stutters can be harmful, especially as a child enters 
schooling age when social and academic demands are 
extremely high. Stuttering can have an impact on their social 
interactions, academic performance, self esteem, attitude 
towards communication and life choices. For instance, I 
have met adults who stutter, telling me that they chose a 
“backstage occupation” such as programming, due to their 
stuttering issue so that they do not need to speak too much. 
If they had sought therapy earlier, they would have had a 
wider range of career options to consider and not be limited 
only to jobs that do not require them to speak a lot.  

Therefore, it is important to seek treatment from a speech 
therapist as soon as stuttering is noticed, regardless of age. 

TYPES OF TREATMENTS AVAILABLE
There are many types of treatments available. It is important 
to find a speech therapist who is trained in stuttering to 
help you find the most suitable therapy for you or your 
child. Generally, therapy is offered according to three main 
age groups.

STUTTERING TREATMENT FOR PRESCHOOLERS
The Lidcombe Program is a certification program that 
is recognised as the gold standard and best practice for 
treating stuttering in preschoolers. It is a training program 
for parents based on the principles of behavioural therapy. 
This program trains the parents to administer the therapy 
in their daily environment under the careful guidance of 
their speech therapist. The treatment is fun and generally 
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very positive, such that the child may not even realise that 
he/she is going through therapy. 

While the principles and stages of the program remains the 
same for all children, the approach and details are tailored 
to the child’s interest and personality. The therapist will 
also take into account the parent’s schedule and style of 
communication in order to optimise therapy outcome.

STUTTERING TREATMENT FOR SCHOOL-AGE 
When a child’s stuttering persists past the age of 7, it is less 
tractable and the goal of therapy will be changed to manage 
the stutters and keep it as minimal as possible. 

There are various therapy options for school-age children. 
Choosing the most suitable treatment is the key to a good 
therapy outcome. At this age, the goal of therapy will be 
to teach new techniques of speaking so that the child can 
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manage and control their stutters and keep it as minimal 
as possible. The outcome may not be as good as those who 
have sought treatment in preschool years. The common 
therapy techniques that are used include smooth speech, 
prolonged speech and syllable-timed speech.  

There are also other methods that the speech therapist may 
use. For instance, they may modify some programs such 
as the Lidcombe Program or the Camperdown Program to 
suit a particular child. An experienced therapist will usually 
discuss with the child and parents before deciding on the 
most suitable method. 

STUTTERING TREATMENT FOR THE 
ADOLESCENT AND ADULT
Therapy for this age group aims to increase the level of 
control over their speech. This can be done through Speech 
Restructuring, where they will learn new speech techniques 
to help them sound fluent and feel more in control of their 
speech. These new techniques can be learned through the 
Camperdown Program, which has been researched and 
shown to produce good results over a short span of time. The 
Camperdown Program aims to train a person who stutters 
to become his/her own speech therapist, such that he/she 
will be able to troubleshoot and handle difficult speaking 
situations and regain control of his/her speech when he/she 
stutters, while sounding natural with the new techniques. 

The Camperdown Program can be conducted in weekly 
sessions, or intensively in individual or group therapy 
sessions. Patients who have undergone the Camperdown 
Program have told me that they prefer the intensive 
therapy sessions as it allows them to continuously practise 
their new techniques over those few consecutive days of 
therapy sessions. 

STUTTERING AND ANXIETY
Many people believe that anxiety issues bring about 
stuttering. This is not true. Indeed, whenever we are 
anxious, for example when presenting at a big conference 
or speaking to someone of higher authority, we may become 
dysfluent. Otherwise, in normal situations, we are fluent 
and in control of our speech. In contrast, for someone who 
stutters, he/she knows exactly what he/she wants to say, 
but is unable to get it out smoothly regardless of speaking 
situations. In other words, he/she has no control over his/
her speech at all times. 

Studies have shown that preschool children who stutter 
do not show any higher level of anxiety as compared to 
their peers. But as they progress to school-age, they start 
showing signs of anxiety. It is reported that approximately 
80% of children who stutter experience teasing, bullying 
and negative responses to their stuttering. Therefore, 
anxiety is a consequence of these reactions towards their 
stuttering and not vice-versa.

About 40-60% of people who stutter have higher levels of 
anxiety compared to their peers. Although anxiety is not the 
cause of stuttering, it can make an existing stutter worse. 
Therefore, there are times when a speech therapist may 
have to refer to a psychologist to help with anxiety issues 
before commencing therapy for stuttering. Whenever in 
doubt, the general rule of thumb is to consult a speech 
therapist who is trained in stuttering.
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Bee Kiean has been a speech therapist for more than 13 
years. She has more than 10 years of experience in the 
field of stuttering. She has successfully helped most of her 
clients achieve fluent speech while speaking in stressful 
speaking environments. She is currently a senior speech 
therapist practicing at Magic Beans Feeding and Speech 
Therapy. To contact Bee Kiean or a speech therapist who is 
trained and experienced in treating stuttering, you may call 
or Whatsapp at 8777-3171 or email to info@magicbeans.sg 
to find out more.
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