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Disfluent Speech Behavior in Children
by Daniel DeJoy, Ph.D.

Introduction
When we say that someone speaks “fluently,” we
* mean that the person’s speech flows easily. -
- Sounds combine into syllables; syllables blend
into words, and words link into sentences with
little effort. When someone’s ‘speech is “disfluent,’
it is unevén and does not flow smoothly, A
dlsﬂuencymabreakmthesmooth,meamngﬁﬂ
flow of speech.

Insundersuandahlethatanofushave'

occasional interruptions in our speech. Talking is
not automatic. To communicate new thoughts and

feehngs,weaeatesentenmwehavenever
spokenbefore.Thus,speakmgxsacreauve,
decxmon-mahngpmeess.

Chﬂdmnwhoarestﬂllearninglanguageand 2
communication ‘skills are developing coordination
of the muscles used for talking. They are
learning new words and new sentence structures
at a rapid rate. Also, children must discover how
Is it any wonder that children may speak -

- disfluently from time to time?

What speech behav'iors are disfluencies?

1. Repetition
~ Children may repeat individual sounds or
 syllables, usually at the beginning of words (“The
baby ate the s-soup” or “The ba-ba-by ate the
soup”). Also, children may repeat whole words
(“TheThe baby ate the soup”). Finally, youngsters
may repeat-more than one word in a phrase or
sentence (“The baby—The baby ate the soup ).

2. Interjection
Interjections are extra sounds, syllables, or words
that add no meaning to the message. Probably
the most common interjections are “uh” and
um” (“The uh baby ate the soup” or “The baby
um ate the soup”). Words or phrases such as
““well,” “like;” and “you know” are considered to
be mtenechons.

3. Pauses

Pauses or silent intervals between words may be
considered.a type of disfluency, depending upon
kwhen they occur and how long they last. Pauses

are often needed to separate phrases or thought
units (“The baby ate the soup [pause] and then
went to sleep”). However, speakers sometimes

Apausewﬂ:hmaphraseorthoughtumt (“The

[pause] baby ate the soup” or “The baby ate the
[pause] soup”). These interruptions can be .

wnmderedd:sﬂuenma,especxa]lyftheylastcver
two seconds. '

" 4. Revision

Children frequently revise what they have just

- smd.Theymaystopmmdsu'eamandstartover

in a new direction. Revisions may be in
pronunciation (“The bady—baby ate the soup™);
grammar (“The baby eated—ate the soup™); or
word choice (“The daddy—The baby ate the
soup”). A child also may go back to add a word
(“The baby—The hungry ‘baby ate the soup”).

- 5, Mis-timing. -

Words can be mls-txmed when spoken. Sounds or
syllables may be prolonged (“The baby ate the s-
s-soup” or “The baaaby ate the soup”). There

- could also be a break in the word (“The ba~by
ate the soup”). Varying amounts of tension in the

speech muscles (lips, tongue, vocal cords, etc.) may
accompany these mis-timed words. Sometimes,
thevmeesoundssh'amedorthecoordmanonof

4breatbmgandspealungbreaksdawn.

What causes disfluencies?
Chﬂdrenmaybe&sﬂuentforanumber of

' reasons. Rapid growth in language during the

early preschool years is a frequent explanation.
Preschool children begin to talk about more
complicated ideas. Since there are several
different ways to express those ideas, decisions

_ about what to say and how to say it become

more difficult. For example, when your child uses
a newly learned sentence form, such as a
question, the ordering of words may be confusing
at first. Early questions may sound like “what
he doing?”’ When the child begins to.use “is”

- there may be some disfluency focused around

that particular word: “What um is he doing?” or
“What—What—What is he doing?” or “What
he—What is he doing?”
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[Chﬂdrenmustalsqdecidewhatwordtouseto
communicate their meaning most accurately, We
all have had tip-of-the-tongue experiences, We
knew exactly what we wanted to say but could
notthinkofthespeciﬁcwordtouse.Wepaused,
said “uh,” or held off the listener with “you
know what I mean” until we remembered the
word. Similarly, children miay pause silently,

..orphraseastheyseamhforaword. .
‘Another possible explanation for some disfluency

is an occasional lack of coordinated movement
among the lips, tongue, and jaw. You have
probably heard your child mispronounce certain
~sounds in words (wabbit/rabbit, pease/please,
penceffence). Sometimes, children mis-time the

sounds, or simply mispronounce a word. The
result may be disfluencies such as word repetitions,
prolongations, broken words, and revisions.
-Ifachﬂdfeelspressmeto.perform,ﬁndingthe
right word, constructing sentences, andlor =~
coordinating the speech muscles may not be -
accomplished smoothly. A child who is nervous—
' orbecomesexcitedand_mustsayamﬂlionthings

What disfluencies are common or
“normal” ? -
Children: seem to be most disfluent during the
preschool years, Generaﬂy,revisions,inteljecﬁons,
andwordandphmserepeﬁtionsm'every
common in children’s speech. Sound and syllable

" ‘repetition, sound prolongation, and broken words
arelesscommon.Aschﬂdrenreachscﬁoolage, :
certain types of disfluencies, such as repetitions,
become less evident in thejr speech. However,
there is 2 wide range of behavior considered to .
benormal.Mostchﬂdrenshoweachtypeof’
disﬂuencyﬁ'otn'ﬁmetoﬁme;'r'hisisconsidered
to be “normal disfluency”’ ‘
While disfluency is common in most children,
‘certain patterns ofdis’ﬂuenxspwcharenotmﬁte

- most speaking situations, it may signal a
probleminputﬁngthoughjsintowords.Ifa _
chﬂd’ssentencesufudmorpmnunciaﬁonshﬂs

blendingsoundsintowordsmaybemore :
.diﬁcult.A]so,itisnotascommonforachﬂdto
show a great many interruptions in the smooth
flow of individual words (sound or syllable
cpet’dions, broken words or prolongations),

interject “um” or. other sonnds, or repeat.a word. .

rapidmovementsfor,speech,confuseseduenwsof

as typical. First, if your child is very disfluent in

What is the relationship between \
stuttering and normal disfluency?
Manyexpertshavestudiedtherelaﬁonship
betweenchﬂdhooddisﬂuencyandf‘stutteﬁng.”
Stuttered speech contains a number of
disfluencies that interrupt the smooth flow of
i livingl words ‘authorities | .
emp] - ilme- - -ﬂ'oln ] | i l Il -
mthatalmosta]lchﬂdrenshowbreaksmthe
smooth‘ﬂowd'individual.wordsﬁ'omtimgto
time. Also, many children who begin to stutter
seemto'dosoduringthgpresﬁhoolyearswhen

|- normal disfluency is quite frequent. Thus, it is
. logiwltothinkof_stutteringas-anoutgrowthof_

quite different from normal disfluency. They have -
words, aften more than five instances per 100

longer-thantwosecqndsduetotheduraﬁonof.
prolongations (The s-s-s-s-soup); tiore repetitions
of a speech unit (The ba-ba-ba-baby); or tensing

- ﬁcialexpressionandtension,the‘chﬂdmayshow

that the disfluency is a frustrai ting problem.

The Speech Foundation of America has published

a list of “Warning Signs” related to disfluency.

The presence of some of these behaviors may

indicate that the child is having disfluency and

beginning to react to the i.ntgn'upﬁons: ’

1. Frequent sound and syllable repetition

2. Syllable repetition in which an “ub” vowel
replaces the correct vowel in the word (“puh-

. pub-peach” rathe: than “pe-pe-peach” ) v )

3. Frequent prolongations of ‘sounds that become
longez_' in duration - '

4. Tremors (trembling of muscles) around the
mouth and jaw during speech

5. Rises in the pitch or loudness of the voice

. during the prolongation of sounds
6. Tension and struggle behavior while saying
tai e

7. A look of fear in the child’s face while saying

a word

8.Avoidanceofordelayinsayingcertajnwords
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@houldparents respond in any special :

most disfluency as a natural part of the speaking
process. Fluency—just like vocabulary, sentence
structure, and pronunciation—develops gradually.
It takes time and practice for most children to
acquire the speaking skills that probably will
lead to reduced disfluency. '
Second, try to observe your own behavior as you
talk with your child. If you speak at a rapid rate
or find yourself interrupting, try to slow down a

vocal tone can be important signs to your child
that you are interested in what the child is
saying. If a child understands that you are
interested and patient, thenfeehngsoftxme
pmuremaybemmmuzed. .

important. For example, households with several .
children may want to establish certain rules for
tm'ntabngmconvm'sahons.Atthe dinner table,

" one person at a time gets to talk without
interruption from others. This reduces the time
pressure placed on your child and makes
conversation more fun.

Summary
Ifyomchﬂdsspeechmcharactenzedbya
number of the “Warning Signs” described by the
Speech Foundation of America, then you may
want to contact a certified speech and language
clinician for an evaluation. Seeking professional
advice would be especially appropriate if your
child’s disfluency has been of concern for six
months or more. It is important for you to

way to their child’s disfluency? First, view

harmomously te perform movements.

bit. Let your child have as much time as needed.

'Thecooperatmnofotherfamﬂymembersxsalso. k-
Speech and language clinician—A. person who is -

~ 6.4.3. Stuttering: Early Intervention Therapy -
| .6.44 Stuttering Therapy for School-Age Clnldren
6.4.5 The Confirmed Stutterer

understand that you are not at fault. No one is \
to blame. Some children, for reasons still not well |
understood, begin to show disfluency patterns.
Many children are very disfluent for a period of
time and then “grow out of it.”

Coordination—Muscles working together

stﬂuemy—Abreakmthesmooth,meanmgfxﬂ
ﬂowofspeech. 7 :
Evaluatxon—’lbstsusedtomeasm a person’s level

ofdevelopment ortoﬁmtﬁ'yapossible&swse
or disorder.

Interjection—A meaningless sound or word which
breaks the smooth flow of speech.

PmIang-‘Iblengthenorstretchoutmhme.

qualified to diagnose and treat speech, language, 4
and voice disorders.

Stuxtermg—DlsI:urbanee of the normal ﬂuency and
timing of speech. = :
Tremor—The tz'emblmg orshakmg of a muscle
group. -

Refer to:
6.4.2 Talking With a Child Who Stutters
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