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– WHAT IS STUTTERING –
Despite advances in research and treatment, stuttering remains a 
highly misunderstood condition. Consequently, there remains a  
lack of uniformity when it comes to stuttering treatment philosophy. 
At AIS, we think of stuttering as much more than the noticeable 
features that people demonstrate – namely, sound repetitions, 
prolongations, and breaks in voicing (blocks). We consider and 
properly address what have been called “The ABC’s of Stuttering”:

A:  A�ective component: (The emotions that accompany stuttering  
 which often include shame and fear) 

B:  Behavioral component: (How the person physically stutters and  
 reacts to stuttering moments)

C: Cognitive component: (How the person thinks about his speech  
 and his own abilities to communicate). We recently had a group  
 of clients define stuttering according to their own experiences  
 and this is what they said:



– AMERICAN INSTITUTE FOR STUTTERING –

Stuttering is often represented as an iceberg, with the majority of its bulk 
beneath the surface and unobservable to others. Exposed to the air, the tip 
of the iceberg might melt, while what is underneath remains solid. 

Treatment that only addresses the surface physical features of stuttering 
are only partially e�ective. Real change involves improving not only speech 
fluency, but alleviating speaking fears, reducing avoidance behaviors and 
improving confidence in one’s ability to communicate freely. 



– STUTTERING FACTS –
•  Research confirms that stuttering is a genetic, neurologically 
 based condition.

• Stuttering impacts 5-7% of children. 80% of these do not continue to 
 stutter as adults. Hence, around 1% of the adult population stutters.

•  The onset of stuttering is typically at around 3-4 years of age, 
corresponding to a dramatic explosion of speech and language skills. 

•  Stuttering is considered a motor speech disorder and does not reflect 
upon an individual’s overall linguistic skills or intelligence.

•  Children who stutter are bullied around 4 times more than those who 
do not. Adults who stutter are often subject to job discrimination and 
social stigma. 

•  People who stutter know what they want to say! They are not stuttering 
because they are nervous although stress can make stuttering worse 
and bring on anxiety related to speaking. 

•  Some individuals hide their stuttering by avoiding certain words and 
situations. Nonetheless, such “covert stutterers” commonly experience 
negative thoughts and fear of stuttering.

•  Stuttering remains highly misunderstood by the public. Media portrayals 
often perpetuate myths about stuttering, at times suggesting it is ok to 
mock those who stutter.

•  The tense physical movements that often accompany stuttering arise 
from the body’s attempts to push through moments of disfluency and 
regain control. 

•  Stuttering is variable and inconsistent. People stutter in very di�erent 
ways. Further, many people stutter quite easily in some situations while 
struggling significantly in others.

•  When speaking with a person who stutters, listeners should try to keep 
normal eye contact and avoid guessing words or giving suggestions 
such as, “relax.”

•  Those who stutter are often able to speak more authentically and 
freely when speaking with listeners who have some basic awareness 
about stuttering. For this reason, stuttering self-disclosure and public 
education are so important.



Stuttering is much more complicated than a simple diculty producing fluent 
speech. People who stutter commonly experience deeply negative emotions 
and speaking fears. Left untreated, stuttering can negatively impact every 
aspect of an individual’s life and decision making. Treatment at AIS addresses 
not only speech, but also these a�ective and cognitive components. 

AIS incorporates positive psychology, cognitive behavioral therapy, avoidance 
reduction, and systematic desensitization to help individuals overcome the 
limits imposed by their stuttering. When working with children, we stress the 
importance of supporting the entire family. 

Since no two people are alike, treatment must be not only holistic, but highly 
individualized. We place great values on the personal goals and needs of 
each client, providing not only traditional speech therapy, but counseling and  
ongoing support as well.

Most importantly, AIS strives to help those who stutter achieve a sense of 
personal dignity and communicative freedom. Rather than viewing stuttering 
as a defect requiring correction, we consider it a speaking di�erence to be 
faced with grace and resilience.

The American Institute for Stuttering o�ers universally a�ordable, state-of-
the-art stuttering therapy and support to people who stutter of all ages as 
well as guidance to their families. AIS also provides much needed clinical 
training to speech-language professionals and students seeking expertise in 
stuttering treatment. Our mission extends to advancing public and scholarly 
understanding of this often misunderstood disorder.

AMERICAN INSTITUTE
FOR STUTTERING
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As Chairman of the American Institute for Stuttering (AIS), I am pleased to be 
celebrating our 15th Annual Benefit Gala. This year we continue our mission of 
raising awareness and funds for stuttering and its treatment.

For stutterers such as myself, this past year has been one of especially di�cult 
challenges but also unparalleled acceptance. Being restricted in work and school 
to the telephone and video has made sheltering extra di�cult for stutterers 
for whom these unforgiving formats can be incredibly painful. Simultaneously, 
stuttering has received unprecedented national attention and acceptance due to 
President Biden, who has been open about growing up with a stutter, as well as 
incredibly accomplished professionals such as Emily Blunt, a fellow board member, 
who bravely speak openly about their stuttering journeys in interviews and talks 
around the world.  

These unprecedented conditions created a record year of clinical demands at 
AIS and speech therapists have been busier than ever as new clients feel more 
inspired but also driven by COVID remoteness to seek therapy. Additionally, AIS 
increased the training of new speech-language therapists, partnered with human 
resources departments and significantly increased our scholarship program. 

All of this was made possible by the funds raised directly through the gala and, 
of course, the extraordinary work of Dr. Heather Grossman and her talented sta�.  
Partnering with them and our Board has been the privilege of a lifetime.

Thank you for your support.

Eric Dinallo
Partner, Debevoise & Plimpton LLP

ERIC R. DINALLO
A Message from the AIS Chairman



President Joseph R. Biden is perhaps the most visible and vocal advocate 
for the stuttering community around the world and has served as a tireless 
crusader on behalf of stutterers everywhere for decades. Stuttering has 
received greater national attention due to President Biden. Having grown up 
with a stutter, he has been an indefatigable ally and an advocate both for 
those who stutter and for organizations committed to stuttering and speech 
therapy. President Biden has stated many times that, “stuttering does not 
define the core of a person,” and that, “tackling stuttering builds skills that help 
with countless other life challenges.” Having spoken at three of the American 
Institute for Stuttering galas over the years, he is an inspiration to us all, and 
we are blessed to have the President as our friend. 

President Biden has commendably served our nation for more than four 
decades. An outstanding leader in the Senate, one of the most significant Vice 
Presidents in history, and now the 46th President of the United States; he has 
had a lasting impact on domestic and foreign policy and has been a tireless 
champion of working families and women’s rights. A staunch supporter of 
our military, he has made more than a dozen visits to U.S. troops in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. In 2017 President Obama awarded Joe Biden the Presidential 
Medal of Freedom with Distinction—the nation’s highest civilian honor.

PRESIDENT JOSEPH R. BIDEN 



In November 2020, President Biden received the highest ever popular vote 
total for a candidate for the presidency of the United States, being elected as 
46th President.

The President is undeniably a symbol of hope 
to all who stutter. A great communicator and 
an exemplary role model, President Biden 
is a past recipient of the American Institute 
for Stuttering Freeing Voices Changing Lives 
Award. AIS Board of Directors, Clinicians, 
Clients, and Donors have been honored by 
his presence at the past galas. We value his 
friendship and leadership, and we salute his 
dedication to the United States.  

AIS Gala 2020

AIS Gala 2016

AIS Gala 2008



The American Institute for 
Stuttering’s annual gala was 
first held 15 years ago, created 
by the late Sir Harold “Harry” 
Evans and his wife Tina Brown. 
Stuttering had always been 
an issue very dear to Harry 
and Tina, as their son had 
lived with a stutter and there 
were few resources available 
to help stutterers. To help 
raise funds and awareness 
for stuttering treatment, Harry 
and Tina partnered with 
AIS founder and their son’s 
speech therapist, Catherine 
Montgomery, to produce a 
gala for AIS. 15 years later, 
we are proud to continue this 
legacy of raising funds and 
awareness for stuttering with 
this year’s gala.

F reeing  Voices 
Changing  L ives

15TH ANNIVERSARY

AMERICAN INSTITUTE
 FOR STUTTERING

Harry, Tina, and Catherine envisioned the gala as a way to bring together high-
profile people who stutter, letting them tell their individual stories in a public forum 
which would both support their struggles and o�er a beacon of hope and solidarity 
to those whose stories had yet to be told. 



In 2007, Tina and Sir Harry hosted the first AIS gala on the magnificent Queen Mary 2 
ocean liner, docked in the New York City Harbor. Hosted by CBS anchor Katie Couric, 
the gala honored Carly Simon with their “Freeing Voices, Changing Lives” Award, 
which is annually presented to individuals who have excelled in their chosen careers 
without allowing their stutter to hold them back. Each year, the acceptance of this 
award is the highlight of AIS’s gala, and our guests are overjoyed to hear new stories 
of triumph and achievement by members of our own community. 

Today AIS Board Chair Eric Dinallo and Emily Blunt carry on the tradition started 
by Tina and Sir Harry. It is with a heavy heart that we mourn the passing of 
Sir Harry, who left us on September 23, 2020 at age 92. AIS was Sir Harry’s 
passion, and the entire AIS family salutes Sir Harry and Tina for their fearless 
leadership, organization, and generosity in raising stuttering awareness to new 
heights through the creation of the AIS annual gala. 15 years ago, this event hosted 
100 dedicated AIS activists. Today, our attendance is over 400 people, and funds 
raised from this gala go directly to providing scholarships, therapy, and assistance 
for those who stutter. It is thanks to all those who attend that  we can help our 
members Speak Freely and Live Fearlessly.

AIS Gala 2015AIS Gala 2013

AIS Gala 2018

In the ensuing years, AIS Board Member and Actress Emily Blunt served as the 
unwavering host of the successive galas, providing inspiration and star power for 
the Annual Benefit Gala. Sir Harry, an AIS Board Member, worked closely with Emily 
and the Gala Committee for years, providing creativity and outreach to ensure the 
gala’s continued success. 



For Wayne Brady comedy and music have always been at the center of a 
successful and diverse career. He is a multiple Emmy Award winner, Grammy 
Award nominee, and host of CBS Let’s Make a Deal – recently nominated for 
2021 Daytime Emmys as Outstanding Game Show and Outstanding Game 
Show Host. 

Wayne’s multi-faceted journey began in the theater and he continually returns 
to his roots on stage at every opportunity. On Broadway he earned rave 
reviews in his starring role as “Lola” in the Tony Award-winning musical Kinky 
Boots and starred as Billy Flynn in Chicago. More recently he has portrayed 
Aaron Burr in the Chicago production of Hamilton, a role he was particularly 
proud to inhabit.

Brady’s career took o� in 1998 with Whose Line Is It Anyway?, for which he 
won an Emmy Award for Outstanding Individual Performance. Wayne went 
on to host his own syndicated talk/variety show, The Wayne Brady Show and 
earned two Emmy Awards for Outstanding Talk Show Host.

Brady also made a big splash in Las Vegas with his critically acclaimed stage 
show, Makin’ It Up, which he has since performed around the world, in  
countries such as South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, and India.

Brady earned a Grammy Award nomination for Best Traditional R&B Vocal 
Performance for his single “A Change Is Gonna Come,” o� his debut album,  
A Long Time Coming. In addition, Brady released a children’s album,  
Radio Wayne, which took the top spot on the iTunes and Amazon kids charts.

Wayne grew up reluctant to even open his mouth because of a debilitating 
stutter. “It was bad enough to where I really did not want to talk to too many 
people,” Brady said, “because I would get so worked up.” “If I shut up, then 
you can’t make fun of me.” He was inspired to transform this experience as a 
child into a career using his voice as an instrument to entertain others. Wayne 
Brady was the recipient of the 2017 AIS Freeing Voices Changing Lives Award.

WAYNE BRADY



Nineteen-time Emmy-winner John Stossel has been hailed by The Dallas Morning 
News as “the most consistently thought-provoking TV reporter of our time.” He has 
earned a reputation for asking hard-hitting questions and o�ering the tough truth.

Stossel began his career as a business-bashing consumer reporter calling for 
government regulation. But when he saw that regulation causes new problems, 
he woke up and started reporting on wonderful things that free markets create: 
prosperity, innovation, and choice.

During his long and successful career he has worked at NBC, CBS, and ABC, where 
he co-hosted 20/20. He then left to join Fox Business Network (FBN) and host his own 
show: Stossel, covering consumer issues from a libertarian point of view.

In 2017, he started Stossel TV, which makes short internet videos to try to educate 
young people about the benefits of limited government. He has also started a non-
profit, Stossel in the Classroom, to educate young viewers about the free market ideas.

Stossel’s recognitions include the George Polk Award for Outstanding Local Reporting 
and the George Foster Peabody Award. He has also been honored five times for 
excellence in consumer reporting by the National Press Club, and he is a three-time 
New York Times best selling author.

John Stossel has always been very open about his stuttering and the challenges he 
has faced. ‘I started stuttering when I was 3 or 4. I was always ashamed of it, so I would 
feel the block coming on and substitute another word if I could.” He admits that at one 
point he was ready to give up his job on TV because he was having so much trouble, 
“waking up scared every morning that he would humiliate myself on television.”

Stossel has been a member of the American Institute for Stuttering Board of Directors 
since 2013. In 2018 he was the recipient of the American Institute for Stuttering   
AIS Freeing Voices Changing Lives Award. His determination in managing his stutter 
has evolved into an award-winning profession and he continually uses his persuasive 
voice to educate and inspire others.

JOHN STOSSEL
  Stossel TV



There is a renewed interest in His Majesty King George VI and The King’s 
Speech. Until Joe Biden became President, His Majesty King George VI was 
the most prominent person with a stammer that worked through his speech to 
become one of the most profound leaders of his era.  

The movie The King’s Speech is a historical drama written by David Seidler 
that was released in 2010 and became a major box o�ce and critical success. 
Actor Colin Firth plays the future King George VI who, to cope with a stammer, 
sees Lionel Logue, an Australian speech and language therapist played by 
Geo�rey Rush. The men become friends as they work together, and after his 
brother abdicates the throne, the new king relies on Logue to help him make 
his first wartime radio broadcast upon Britain’s declaration of war on Germany 
in 1939. The film was praised for its representation of historical detail.  

King George IV 
(12/14/1895 – 2/6/1952) was 
King of the United Kingdom 
from December 1936 until 
his death. Known as “Bertie”, 
he was the second son of 
King George V and was 
not expected to inherit the 
throne. His brother, King 
Edward abdicated the throne 
within a year of their father’s 
death. King George VI had 
a childhood stammer and in 
the mid 1920s he received 
therapy from Speech 
Therapist Lionel Logue. 
His Majesty dreaded public 
speaking required of a King, 
and over the years Lionel 
Logue helped him manage 
his stammer.

His Majesty King George VI

– HIS MAJESTY KING GEORGE VI – 
THE KINGS SPEECH



David Seidler 
Writer, Producer, Storyteller
A Londoner by birth, David was sent 
to the USA as an infant during WWII 
which resulted in a childhood stammer. 
George VI, the reluctant stuttering King, 
became a boyhood hero, role model, 
and many years later inspiration for his 
film The King’s Speech starring Colin 
Firth, Geo rey Rush, Helena Bonham 
Carter, and Guy Pearce. The film won 
Best Picture Oscar for 2010 and for 
which David was awarded Best Original 
Screenplay, two BAFTA’s and numerous 
other gongs. His stage version has 
toured England, played the West End, 
and been produced so far in eight 
di erent languages. It was touring the US 
and headed for Broadway when Covid hit. 

Mark Logue
Mark Logue is the grandson of Speech 
Therapist Lionel Logue. After his father’s 
death, Mark discovered his grandfather’s 
diaries, letters, medals and other e ects 
detailing the history of the relationship 
between his grandfather and King George 
VI. Information from Lionel’s diaries was 
used to enhance the historical accuracy 
of the film The King’s Speech. Mark Logue 
wrote, with Peter Conradi, a non-fiction, 
biographical book The King’s Speech:  
How One Man Saved the British Monarchy 
which was published in 2010.

His career commenced with writing dubbing scripts for Godzilla The Monster 
movies. Seidler has over twenty credits to his name including: Tucker, The Man 
and His Dream starring Je  Bridges, directed by Francis Coppola. Nominated 
for Writing Achievement by the WGA three times (winning for Onassis, 
The Richest Man In The World.)



Ed Sheeran at 2015 AIS Gala



MESSAGE FROM 
HEATHER GROSSMAN 

Welcome to the AIS 15th annual Freeing Voices, Changing Lives benefit 
gala. Tonight we gather to celebrate those who stutter and the joy of 
helping children and adults who struggle with stuttering to free their voice.  

Due to the health crisis, the oces have remained closed for most of the 
past year. Despite this challenge, we have been able to continue to o�er 
remote individual and group therapy sessions. Our Gala is our primary 
source of fundraising and thanks to the generous support of our individual 
and corporate donors, we were able to provide financial assistance to 
more children and adults in need, more than ever before. In addition, this 
fund allows us to o�er a wide array of free special workshops and events. 
Highlights included a 3-part workshop series exploring aspects of anxiety 
and depression management, meditation workshops, improvisation 
workshops and virtual “open-house” nights. 

AIS continues to grow. We recently opened a satellite oce in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota and hired another talented speech-therapist for the Atlanta, 
Georgia oce. We also secured a 2-year grant from the New York 
Community Trust of $125,000 to be used to provide therapy and 
education about stuttering within underserved communiities of the NY
five boroughs.

Personally, I celebrate my 10 year anniversary as the Director of AIS and I 
couldn’t be more proud of what our team has accomplished over the past 
decade. It is my joy and my privilege to work with people who stutter, who 
we often say, teach the rest of us how to listen.

Thank you for your support.

Heather Grossman Ph.D.,CCC-SLP, BCS-F



– AIS NEW YORK TEAM –
The AIS Sta� of clinicians and administrators create a supportive, 
welcoming environment for people who stutter and their families. 

The o�ce atmosphere is warm and uplifting.

Heather is one of fewer than two hundred speech-
language pathologists certified as specialists in 
stuttering by the American Speech-Language Hearing 
Association. She has extensive experience as a 
supervisor and researcher and has taught graduate 
courses in stuttering at several universities. 
She regularly presents at national and international 
professional and sel�elp conferences for stuttering.

Chaya has a unique understanding of stuttering. As a 
person who uncovered her true voice after being a covert 
stutterer for many years, she is passionate about helping 
others discover joy in communication. She is involved in 
advocacy and education initiatives, including presenting 
with Barclays and Goldsman Sachs disabilities network, 
and co-hosts the StutterTalk podcast.

Mark first came to AIS as a client in 2013, where he 
developed a professional passion for helping others who 
stutter find their authentic voice. He is actively involved 
in presenting topics related to stuttering at both local and 
national conferences for various self-help organizations. 
Mark is driven to help individuals who stutter develop skills 
for self-advocacy, and increase public understanding of the 
lived experience of stuttering. 

Kristel, a person who stutters, cites a combination of 
successful speech therapy and being around other people 
who stutter as her motivation to become an accomplished 
speech pathologist. She began her career in the NY City 
public schools.

Dr. Heather L. Grossman 
Director and Therapist

Chaya Goldstein 
Therapist

Kristel Kubart
Therapist

Mark O’Malia
Therapist



Gregory Scott, M.A., CCC-SLP, holds a Masters degree in 
Speech-Language-Hearing Sciences from the University 
of Minnesota. Prior to opening AIS Minneapolis, in the 
summer of 2021, he had been a repeat intern at the 
flagship American Institute for Stuttering, in New York 
City. In addition to his practice at AIS, he works as 
a Stuttering Consultant for Minneapolis Public Schools, 
where he develops best practices in stuttering for 
teachers and speech therapists.  

Bridget’s warm voice and smile greets all AIS clients 
personally. With extensive experience as a leader in 
community-based projects, she keeps the AIS team 
organized and the o�ce running smoothly. 

Carl is one of fewer than two hundred Board-Certified 
Specialists in Fluency Disorders in the country. He joined 
the AIS team in 2006 and in 2016, opened our new o�ce 
in Atlanta Georgia. Carl is actively involved in the stuttering 
support community and has presented at both national and 
international professional conferences. His research has 
been published in numerous peer-reviewed publications. 

– AIS ATLANTA TEAM –

– AIS MINNESOTA TEAM –

Genna is honored to be on the team in our new o�ce in 
Atlanta, GA. Throughout her academic and professional 
career as a speech-language pathologist, Genna has 
been inspired by the many individuals in the stuttering 
community who are courageous in facing their fears. 

Carl Herder
Atlanta Clinic Director 

and Therapist

Genna Hall
Therapist

Gregory Scott
Therapist

Bridget Scully
O�ce Manager

Karin is the AIS financial manager and also assists in the 
o�ce. She has extensive experience in the world of 
not-for-profit business management. 

Karin Luner
Financial Manager



 – SERVICES OFFERED –

SPEECH-LANGUAGE EVALUATIONS:
Before initiating treatment for children, we conduct a thorough assessment 
of the child’s stuttering and overall speech and language skills, as well as 
an in-depth assessment of the home environment and parent concerns. 
This information is analyzed and used to provide recommendations which 
may include direct treatment, and/or home strategies that have been 
shown to facilitate development of more fluent speech.

CONSULTATIONS: 
For older children and adults, an initial consultation is conducted to 
informally evaluate the individual’s stuttering and feelings about speech 
and stuttering and to help the client and family become acquainted with 
AIS services and philosophy. This information is then used to inform 
recommendations which may include attending a group intensive program, 
and/or a customized individual therapy program. 

INDIVIDUAL THERAPY: 
The clinicians at AIS have devoted their careers specifically to working 
with people who stutter. Sessions may be conducted in person, via phone, 
or over a secure internet server. Treatment plans and session frequency 
schedules are developed along with the client/family and modified over 
time according to individual needs and progress. Those who stutter often 
benefit greatly from working with peers and at AIS we strive to bring 
individuals who stutter together to work in pairs or small groups.

GROUP INTENSIVE PROGRAMS:
During our immersion programs, clients turbo-charge their stuttering 
journey! Over the course of 6 full days, individuals engage in extensive fear 
reduction and avoidance reduction work, practice strategies to stutter with 
less tension and struggle, and complete many public speaking and outside 
speaking challenges to ensure transfer to the real world. These programs, 
which attract people from around the world and around the country, are  
run throughout the year with separate immersion programs run specifically 
for teens. 

MONTHLY ADULT THERAPY GROUP: 
This group meets on the second Tuesday monthly from 6:30-8pm and is 
open to all past and present AIS clients. Thanks to the generosity of our 
donors, this group is o�ered free of charge and provides attendees  
the opportunity to discuss the daily challenges of stuttering, practice 
speech strategies of their choosing, and connect with others in the 
stuttering community. 



ONE-DAY AND WEEKEND WORKSHOPS: 
AIS has dramatically increased its oerings to include weekend 
workshops for teens and adults on topics such as avoidance reduction 
and courageous communication, as well as workshops to provide 
camaraderie for children who stutter and support for their family members. 

PUBLIC SPEAKING WORKSHOPS: 
People who stutter commonly express fear of presenting and reading 
aloud in front of groups. AIS oers evening workshops throughout 
the year on topics that have focused on oral presentations including 
persuasion, humor and body language. These workshops are oered at  
a nominal cost and available to all past and present AIS clients.

SPECIAL EVENTS: 
AIS hosts many free special events throughout the year including our 
“Open House” where interested teens and adults can come learn more 
about our programming and hear from actual clients. We also host 
fun, interactive social events which have included a Moth story-telling 
work-shop, drum circle, group paint night, scavenger hunts, karaoke, and 
bowling to promote a feeling of community and encourage our clients to 
push their comfort zones.



– FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS – 

WHAT CAUSES STUTTERING?
Stuttering is an inheritable, neurologically based condition. Stuttering is 
multifactorial, thought to arise due to a combination of factors. Genetics 
determine an individual’s predisposition to stuttering. Other factors 
including one’s disposition, environment, and overall speech-language 
skills act as triggers.

DOESN’T EVERYBODY STUTTER SOMETIMES? 
Actually, no. While all speakers have some occasional disfluencies such 
as producing interjections, or reformulating what we are saying mid-word, 
these do not qualify as stuttering. Unlike those with normal disfluency, 
people who stutter experience a marked feeling of loss of control and 
uniquely anticipate and try to avoid moments of stuttered speech. 
Those who stutter often experience negative emotions and thoughts 
related to their diculty. In addition, they may limit their participation in 
certain activities and make important life decisions based on their 
speech fluency.

WHY IS IT THAT SOME PEOPLE WHO STUTTER CAN SING 
PERFECTLY FLUENTLY?
Most people who stutter are fluent when they sing as singing accesses 
di�erent areas of the brain compared to speaking. People who stutter 
can often achieve fluency for short periods of time when they are 
wearing headphones and cannot hear themselves or when speaking 
mechanically to the beats of metronome. However, these conditions are 
not practical for daily use. 

DON’T ALL CHILDREN GO THROUGH A PERIOD 
OF STUTTERING?
Pre-school children do typically go through periods of speech disfluency 
where they repeat words and phrases. This is perfectly normal. However, 
around 5% of young children show signs of actual stuttering, which 
include more tense and frequent sound repetitions, prolongations of 
sounds, and speech blocks, often accompanied by physical tension when 
speaking. While 75%-80% of children will not continue to stutter, certain 
factors including family history and overall language abilities influence 
the chances of recovery. For those children who continue to stutter, 
specialized therapy can help minimize avoidance and physical struggle, 
and help the child maintain confidence and participation in social and 
academic settings.



AREN’T ALL LICENSED SPEECH THERAPISTS TRAINED 
IN STUTTERING?
ASHA (The American Speech Language Hearing Association) 
began to recognize therapists as Stuttering Specialists in 1998. 
There are currently fewer than 170 such professionals in the US. 
While all licensed Speech-Language-Pathologists have received 
some general coursework in stuttering, the large majority are not 
adequately trained to work with people who stutter. Unfortunately, 
many such therapists treat those who stutter anyway, often with 
very poor results.  

HOW IS THE THERAPY AT AIS UNIQUE?
While many therapies focus primarily on physical management 
techniques, AIS takes a holistic approach to treatment that addresses 
the physical, emotional, and cognitive aspects of stuttering. Treatment 
frequency, goals, and activities are individualized according to the 
unique needs of each person and his or her family. In addition, AIS 
provides a supportive community where people who stutter can share 
their experiences and learn from each other. When clients finish their 
treatment they leave with a plan for continued success. Whereas 
individuals who undergo exclusively physical training commonly 
report short-term gains followed by relapse, AIS clients report a more 
sustainable improvement and the tendency to continue to make gains 
over time.

WHAT IS INVOLVED IN THERAPY?
At AIS, we work with people of all ages. Treatment for young children 
involves educating the family, helping them modify environmental 
factors that contribute to stuttering, and to provide an environment 
that is conducive to e�ective, free-flowing communication. For children 
that are more aware of their stuttering, we work to promote feelings 
of confidence communicating, help the child navigate feelings about 
stuttering, and work on speaking with less tension and struggle. 
For older teens and adults, treatment focuses on helping the individual 
e�ectively manage his/her stuttering in the real world. Clients identify 
and reduce avoidance behaviors, including the physical “tricks” 
they have come to adopt when stuttering. They complete extensive 
desensitization activities on the telephone and out in the world, while 
working to reframe the negative thoughts and emotions that activate 
tense, avoidant stuttering patterns. Rather than focus primarily on 
fluency, AIS helps clients develop e�ective communication skills and the 
confidence to say what they want to say, whether they stutter or not.   



IS TELEPRACTICE EFFECTIVE FOR STUTTERING THERAPY?
Yes! For most clients, telepractice is not only convenient, but just as 
e	ective as in-person sessions. While it is challenging to work directly 
with very young children over the internet, parents can still work with 
a therapist to learn helpful strategies to help their child. Telepractice 
provides the added benefit of being able to bring clients together who 
would not otherwise be able to attend group sessions because of 
scheduling issues. Many clients report that this group work is critical to 
their continued progress.  

HOW DO PEOPLE COVER COST FOR TREATMENT?
Many people who stutter benefit from therapy over the course of several 
months or even years and that can get expensive. Health insurance 
coverage is frequently denied for stuttering therapy. Some plans will 
cover therapy for stuttering if it is secondary to a brain injury while 
refusing coverage for developmental stuttering, which applies to the vast 
majority of stuttering cases that begin in childhood. 

AIS is committed to making sure that no one be denied top-notch 
stuttering therapy for lack of financial resources. To this end, we maintain 
a financial assistance fund made possible by private and corporate 
donations that provides assistance based solely on need. Approximately, 
55% of our clientele makes use of the fund. AIS awards around $155,000 
in assistance each year.
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STUTTERING MADE ME 
A BETTER  LEADER 

A Conversation with Eric Dinallo

Brenda Je
reys: You are the new chairman of the American Institute for 
Stuttering. Why were you interested in that role, and what do you hope 
to accomplish? 

Eric Dinallo: I’ve been a lifelong stutterer, and the American Institute for 
Stuttering reflects a lot of my philosophy of teaching, and a real emphasis 
on pediatric and clinical work, which was the approach I followed. There 
are di�erent approaches out there, and I felt the AIS reflected a lot of what
I believed in [and it’s] also geographically very close to my wife and I 
in Manhattan. 

Our son showed real symptoms early on, and I’m happy for him that it 
finally evaporated. In the last couple of years, we [at the AIS] have been 
part of accomplishing this by providing a lot more accurate knowledge 
of stuttering, a destigmatizing, so there are less people making fun of it
or bullying. 

Being able to manage your stuttering is being comfortable talking about 
it, because hiding it makes it worse and worse. Sometimes stutterers 
think they can hide it. And the problem is, as you grow personally and 
professionally... it has a tendency to keep on growing the more you hide 
it. I did therapy as an adult [and] every new level gives a stutterer a new 
challenge. If you are an adult, it’s always there. 

I feel there’s never a time when I say I’m fluent. I can do TV and talk 
to you and debate, but there’s never a day I wake up and say I’m not 
a stutterer. 

BJ: Why are you willing to talk about your stuttering publicly? 

ED: There’s frankly, one self-serving reason, because the more I talk 
about it the more comfortable I’ve been. I reduce my anxiety about it, and 
I’m an increasingly fluent speaker when I need to be. I want to spread the 
word that there is a cure for the youngest and therapy for adults. 

                       
AMERICAN LAWYER

THE



Right now, there’s not a month that has gone by in the past couple 
years... where someone hasn’t reached out to me about stuttering, 
which to me is very, very satisfying. You can almost hear the relief in 
their voice, because almost to a person they have felt ashamed. You 
have to find ways to reduce the tension and anxiety about it. It’s been 
positive professionally. When I’ve been in management, in leadership 
roles, showing we all have things to overcome, it makes you authentic. 

BJ: How do you think former Vice President Joe Biden’s 
acknowledgment of his stuttering a ects his candidacy for president?
 
ED: This is a really, really interesting question. It will be on balance 
somewhere between neutral and positive. His whole persona is 
authentic-a real person-and this kind of adds to it, the fact that he 
struggled for this. He cataloged between moderate to severe stuttering 
when he was young. The fact he is a presidential candidate and a 
former vice president, it just adds to his story of adversity. It inspired 
me, both to think I could run for o�ce and write some of the articles I 
could have written.

There are still people out there that just don’t know much about stuttering, 
and they will throw it on the heap of a psychological issue, which is not 
true. We are just turning a corner in this country, and it’s been kind of 
wonderful to see that people don’t mind if their leaders have a genuine 
issue that make it so that the average person can relate to them. That’s a 
big jump in our politics. 

BJ: Has stuttering ever a ected your law practice or your career? Did you 
ever feel judged? 

ED: There were times in my career when I felt I was not as e ective as I 
could have been because I was not frankly using the words I wanted to 
use and in the moment. I was going to stutter on them, and I substituted, 
which is a classic defense mechanism for stutterers. 

The treatment I received from everyone who was in a role of supervisor, 
including judges in the system, federal and state and colleagues at 
Debevoise, I never felt I was judged. It was clear I was a stutterer, open 
and stuttering. But as a child, children especially back then-we are going 
back over 40 years, 45 years-you got teased a lot, and I certainly was 
bullied. I don’t have any resentment about it. 



Law school was when I really started to work on stuttering voluntarily.  
It went all the way through Paul Weiss [as a young associate] and the DA’s 
o�ce. Probably by the time I was 35, bureau chief at the AG’s o�ce and 
on my way to Morgan Stanley, I wasn’t substituting a lot. Right through my 
mid-30s, I felt I could have been a more articulate or better speaker.  
By the way, when I prepared for the debates [when running for AG], I felt 
like I was putting in twice as much time. 

BJ: What advice would you give to law students who stutter? 

ED: Be more open about it. If you have supervisors, if you are going into 
a clerkship or whatever, talk about it. Talk about it to your friends and 
your colleagues and your supervisors. Say, ‘You may see me stuttering 
more, because I’m working on therapy, to show it.’ That right there, 
[when] you speak those sentences to a core group of people, you are 
going to make progress right there. 

Speak to people like clinicians at AIS. It’s hard work. Think of it as 
walking-it’s hard to change how you speak. When I do give people 
advice on this, I give them the upside. If you succeed in this and it doesn’t 
hold you back ... it creates in stutterers a lot more empathy. It made me a 
better manager and leader because of that. 

You have to decide what kind of a person you are going to be and [what 
kind of] professional. You’ve got to get the basic mechanics good enough 
that you can speak fluently a lot. That’s the No. 1 issue, if [speech] blocks 
can go on long enough that it hurts the flow. 

BJ: Has the pandemic had a greater impact on people who stutter? 

ED: My instinct on this when I first thought about it was that the pandemic 
would make it easier on stutterers, because they are home more and it’s 
a comfort zone for them. But what I’m hearing is clinical demands are way 
up. Think about it-two reasons are kind of ironic. The comfort zone I’ve 
talked about also relates to anxiety about going back to work. It’s “Oh my 
gosh. I have to go back to work.” And the second thing is the telephone 
and Zooming and all the remote working is actually the stutterer’s biggest 
nightmare, because the adult stutterer is blocking and when there’s no 
sound from them, that encourages more substitution. It’s really, really hard. 



BJ: You are chairman of Debevoise’s insurance regulatory practice. 
Was that expected when you returned to the firm after your in-house job? 
What are your plans during this time of a pandemic? 

ED: It was one of the reasons I returned. It was great to come back to 
Debevoise with that title. I did not expect the firm to give me that title. 
I love the insurance regulatory space, but it is a bit wonky. 

BJ: What did you think when you saw 13-year Brayden Harrington, who 
stutters, talk during the Democratic National Convention about how 
meeting with former vice president Joe Biden inspired him? 

ED: For the rest of his life, he will find it a little easier to speak. It will be a 
little bit easier the next time. That young man will be more confident. 

Originally published September 17, 2020



Emily Blunt believes it’s her “job to enlighten people” about stuttering as 
someone who has made it in Hollywood.

The 38-year-old English actress grew up with a stutter and is now involved 
with the American Institute for Stuttering, which she says has given her a
“real sense of purpose”, as she feels it’s her duty to explain to people 
exactly how a stutter develops.

Asked about her involvement with the organisation, she said: “I feel like
I have a real sense of purpose with this foundation because it’s so 
personal to me. I understand the anguish that these kids and adults are 
going through.

“There’s a lot of misinformation out there about stuttering, so it’s my job 
to enlighten people on what it’s about; that it’s not anxiety ridden, it’s not 
that you have a mental disability, and it’s not that you have a nervous 
disposition. It’s neurological, it’s genetic, and it’s nobody’s fault - and kids 
can do nothing about it.”

EMILY BLUNT HAS A RESPONSIBILITY 
TO “ENLIGHTEN PEOPLE” 

ABOUT STUTTERING



Emily has “so much empathy” for those still struggling with stutters, and 
said she wants to encourage others to love that part of their personality.

The Mary Poppins Returns star added: “I have so much empathy for them. 
It’s also the kind of thing that you can’t explain to people because you 
cannot speak. You’re completely imprisoned by it. I find it incredibly 
moving, so what I tell the kids and parents who call me is that you just 
have to learn to wrap your arms around that part of yourself. You have to 
learn that it’s not the whole you, it’s just a part of you and everyone’s got 
something they’re dealing with.”

“I love the fact that I’ve never met a mean stutterer. Once you’ve been 
humiliated, you’ll never do it to anybody else. Ever.”

Alongside empowering others, Emily has also spent most of the past year 
home schooling her two daughters – Hazel, seven, and Violet, four – 
whom she has with her husband John Krasinski.

And the A Quiet Place Part II star said she’s appreciated the down time 
she’s been able to spend with her brood amid the COVID-19 pandemic.

Speaking to OK! magazine, she said: “We would try to muddle our way 
through home schooling just like everyone else - but I think this time at 
home gave people the ability to notice every detail of your children.”

Originally published in Celebretainment.com



INTRODUCTION
The term “Microaggression” has been defined as a ‘brief and common 
daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental communication, whether 
intentional or unintentional, that transmits hostile, derogatory, or 
negative messages to a target person because he or she belongs to a 
stigmatized group’.

In the case of stuttering, these communications often take the form 
of “compliments” that nonetheless transmit a negative message. 
Unfortunately, listeners are often completely unaware of the negative 
messages underlying many of the well-intended suggestions that they 
give people who stutter (referred to in this article as PWS). Think about 
the possible implied meanings behind the following examples:

• “Ok, just take a breath and slow down”
• “Can you say it again using your tools?”
• “You sound so good!” or “Great job” (after a patch of fluency)
• “You sound so much better!”
• “Your uncle grew out of his stuttering, so will you”
• “You did great, you didn’t stutter at all”
• “You don’t even stutter that much, it’s no big deal”

– HELPING CLIENTS BOUNCE BACK – 
FROM MICROAGGRESSIONS

Authors:   
Heather Grossman, Ph.D., CCC-SLP, BCS-FD

Mark O’Malia, M.S., CCC-SLP

The following was a submission 
to the 2020 International 
Stuttering Awareness Day (ISAD) 
Conference. The paper received 
a remarkable response, and 
both Mark and Heather have 
been invited to present on the 
topic in various forums since then. In addition, it has been shared 
extensively and has sparked great interest and consideration within 
the professional and self-help stuttering community. We believe the 
topic of microaggressions resonates so deeply because it brings to 
our attention the fact that many of the very well-meaning suggestions 
and behaviors directed at people who stutter are in actuality conveying 
negative ideas about stuttering. 



Non-verbal examples of microaggressions often take the form of 
listeners attempting to “spare” the PWS from being seen stuttering or 
talking in general. These include:

• Looking away during stuttering moments
• Gestures that implies “move it along”
• Guessing/Filling in the stuttered words
• Speaking “for” PWS so they don’t have to PWS must call on their  
 resilience in order for these microaggressions to not result in   
 damaging negative self-talk related to stuttering.

We assert that therapy protocols that focus on using traditional “speech 
tools” to achieve fluency, as well as the corresponding positive 
reinforcement that is provided for producing fluent speech, can actually 
be very detrimental in the long run, eventually leading to excessive 
struggle to speak fluently and an ever-increasing set of avoidance 
behaviors to suppress stuttering.

There is one clear dynamic that most PWS will agree with: 
The consequences of demanding perfect fluency include anxiety, 
employment of avoidance behaviors, and an increase in physical 
struggle related to speaking. While it is human nature to ‘prefer’  
fluency, it is empowering for PWS to give themselves permission to  
say what they want to say, stutter and all. As they systematically face 
communicative challenges head on without employing tricks to be
fluent, many PWS come to rediscover their natural fluency, and find 
themselves stuttering without recoil or negative accompanying 
thoughts and emotions. Listeners can help those who stutter by 
supporting them in this pursuit for healthy acceptance.

CLIENT PERSPECTIVE FROM MARK O’MALIA, 
PERSON WHO STUTTERS AND SPEECH-LANGUAGE 
PATHOLOGIST
For many years of my life, fluency was the first thought that crossed my 
mind in the morning and the last thought that entered my mind at night. 
I was obsessed with sounding “normal”, and every moment of stuttering 
was seen as an a�ront to my ability to belong. I saw the content of my 
message as much less important than my ability to say something – 
anything – without a single stutter.

Upon reflecting on these thought processes and following the threads 
back to their origin, I realized that much of my obsession came from the 
time I spent in and out of speech therapy as a child and young teen. 
Whenever there was a challenging presentation in class that resulted 
in struggle behaviors, a phone call that resulted in the dreaded “click” 
of a hang up, or an introduction that turned into a smirk, a laugh, or the 
dreaded “Did you forget your name?” 



I would bring these situations up in the safety of my speech therapist’s 
room. While the faces of my well-meaning and kind speech-language 
pathologists changed throughout the years, the message of “That’s okay! 
Let’s try harder to practice your techniques!” did not change. I would quickly 
agree, and by the end of the session, I was using my tools with near perfect 
accuracy. This would be met with a variation of “See! You can do this!  
You sounded so great there – no stuttering at all!”.

It was only a matter of time before I was back in class, paralyzed with fear at 
the thought of raising my hand or reading aloud. My “fight or flight” response 
was activated, and I was physically, mentally, and emotionally unable to 
access rational thought to use my “toolbox” in the ways I showed my therapist 
I could just hours before in the low-stakes therapy room. This would crush 
me, and my feelings of disappointment and self-blame would be increased 
when I was met with a variation of “What’s going on, Mark? You and I both 
know you can use those tools so well! Speaking fluently is in your grasp – 
are you still practicing?” from my speech-language pathologist in our next 
session. On the outside, I agreed and committed to practicing even harder. 
On the inside, I was given confirmation that the only way I would ever be 
worthy of sharing my true self would be if that true self never stuttered.

This cycle continued for the first 21 years of my life, and it caused me to 
convince myself that every moment of stuttering was nothing more than 
an “X” on a data collection sheet, which inevitably led to shame, fear, and 
eventually, avoidance of speaking situations that would have brought me joy.

I was stuck in this loop until I found speech therapy as a young adult that 
fundamentally addressed my relationship with stuttering and the toxic 
attitudes that came along with it. For the first time, I heard messages that 
placed explicit value on my contributions to a conversation, on staying with 
a moment of stuttering instead of choosing avoidance and compromising 
myself, and validated the fact that facing a fear is a success in and of itself, 
no matter the percentage of syllables stuttered while approaching it. Fluency 
was acknowledged, but was not actively celebrated as adding any more 
or less value to my communication. This allowed me to develop a solid 
foundation of valuing saying what I wanted to say, sharing my experience 
of stuttering with others to create a support system, and eventually, making 
adjustments to my communication behaviors (e.g., establishing eye contact, 
reducing unhelpful escape behaviors, “leaning in” to moments of stuttering, 
and reducing tension) because of my personal choice to become the 
best communicator I could be, rather than an obsessive need to eliminate 
stuttering in order to feel that my messages had value.

I have come to learn that it is not necessarily what we say that matters most, 
but what we are not saying under the surface that leaves a lasting impression.  
While comments that come from a genuine place of encouragement about 
fluency can seem harmless or even motivating, they also make it clear what is 
being valued most in any given situation.



By definition, if we are constantly praising moments of fluency and never 
mentioning the valuable content of a client’s words, we are also sending the 
underlying message that stuttering is something “less than”. This becomes 
problematic (or even traumatic) when we have not helped a person develop 
the skills to “bounce back” from challenging situations where they first may 
need to work through their fear of speaking

THE ROLE OF THE SPEECH-LANGUAGE PATHOLOGIST
 IN CULTIVATING RESILIENCE
While we do not claim that there is a “one size fits all” approach to working 
with people who stutter, we recognize that the words we use as both clients 
and as speech therapists to describe stuttering directly inform values and 
goals for communication. No matter the individual philosophy of stuttering 
therapy used, therapists must be mindful of the messages that they are 
sending to their clients, and work to minimize any implicit shame that is 
in the form of “reminders” or “helpful tips”. It is vital that we emphasize 
communication over fluency as well as spontaneity over diligence. 

For children, we help parents support their child’s freedom to communicate 
and grow in their resilient coping responses. Rather than praising fluency, we 
encourage parents to use comments such as:

• “I love the way you talk!”
• “Wow, you made such a great point, that was so smart!”
• “I know that took courage to talk there and I am very proud of you”
• “What you have to say is very important, and I am here to listen no   
  matter how it comes out or how long it takes”
• “You can talk to me anytime about stuttering, and I will always try my   
  best to understand”
• “I have struggles too, maybe we can talk about them together...”

For older children and adults, we most likely will need to address “bouncing 
back” from the negative messages conveyed by past microaggressions. 
In addition to helping the client identify and dispute the validity of the 
underlying messages of these experiences, we promote self-advocacy skills 
to help deflect those that might occur in the future. Helpful therapy protocols 
may include stuttering intentionally, working on self disclosing stuttering 
confidently and without apology, and reinforcing open, forward-moving, non-
avoidant stuttering.

We assert that given the many microaggressions that PWS typically 
experience in their journeys, it requires significant resilience for those who 
stutter to speak freely without fear of reaction. It is vital that therapists be 
aware of the often paradoxical impact of rewarding fluency, and instead work 
toward helping both children and adults who stutter to speak their mind 
without fear.



Oftentimes, analogies are fantastic ways to help explain and understand 
a concept. We rely heavily on analogies here at AIS. One of the first 
questions that we ask our clients when they come in for a consultation 
with us is, “What does stuttering feel like to you?” While we get a wide 
variety of responses, many common analogies tend to emerge, such as:

• “When I get stuck, it feels like an out of body experience”
• “I completely black out”
• “It’s like I’m drowning”
• “I hide inside my body until the word is ready to come out”
• “It’s like I’m waiting for someone to trip me at any given moment, and I  
 don’t know when it will happen”

Pretty intense, huh? Stuttering is certainly a very individual experience, 
but the common thread that we see is a loss of control. And if there is 
one thing that is pretty universal about being a human being, it is that 
losing control can feel hard, scary, and emotionally draining. In fact, 
there is an entire system in the body meant to help humans through this 
taxing experience – the autonomic nervous system. You have probably 
experienced its impact through the “fight or flight” response. 

You see, humans have evolved in a number of incredible ways over 
millions of years. We are able to think, reason, problem solve, make 
memories, read, write, speak … the list goes on and on. But throughout 
these years of evolving, one thing has remained constant. There is a 
bias for us to remember negative experiences very quickly, as they are 
more likely to pose a risk to our survival. Ever develop a fear of bees after 
getting stung, and you have a mini freak out whenever you see a bee 
flying towards you? Yeah, THAT’S what we’re talking about here.

The “fight or flight” response is meant to do one thing: keep us safe from 
danger. It pumps adrenaline through our veins, gets our heart pumping 
faster so we have more blood flow to our bodies for action, tightens our 
muscles so we are able to fight or get out of a situation, and shuts down 
rational thinking so we are able to make split second decisions.

Pretty cool, right? 

 – FIGHT OR FLIGHT –
  IN THE STUTTERING 

EXPERIENCE
Author: 

Mark O’Malia, M.S., CCC-SLP, AIS Therapist



Well, while this response can save your life if you run into a tiger in the 
jungle, it doesn’t help as much for someone who stutters and is about to 
make a phone call at work or order their caramel macchiato at Starbucks. 
But the thing is, the response is “all or nothing” - the brain can’t tell the 
di�erence between a tiger or a co�ee order when push comes to shove. 
Over time, when we perceive stuttering as a negative experience that 
threatens our well-being, our bodies remember and keep triggering our 
“fight or flight” into action. This is the part of the stuttering experience that 
can be so challenging to navigate, and in actuality, is part of the reason 
why it is so di�cult to just “use your fluency strategies” when it matters 
most to you.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Being in “fight or flight” is uncomfortable - of course it is human nature 
for people who stutter to want to avoid the tornado of feelings that come 
along with losing control! However, the more we avoid the thing that 
causes us to have the response, the more often we have the response 
when thinking about it and approaching it. Living this way can become a 
vicious cycle of always being on “high alert”, waiting for the next speaking 
situation that may cause us to feel all we might be trying to suppress. 
Physical struggle behaviors and muscular tension while stuttering can be 
traced back to this protective mechanism. For many who walk through 
our doors at AIS, it is this physical, mental, and emotional exhaustion that 
finally convince them to say “enough is enough”, and look for a change.

SO, WHAT DO WE DO ABOUT IT?
Here are 3 things to keep in mind as you start the process of reducing 
your “fight or flight” response to the stuttering moment: 

1. Examine your relationship with stuttering
 As you can imagine, before we are able to make sustainable changes  
 to the stuttering experience, we first must examine the relationship  
 you have with stuttering. Some of these questions might help get 
 you started:

 • Do you actively perceive stuttering as a threat? – What makes you go  
  there? (shame, perceived stigma, microaggressions)

 • What are some of the “gremlins” that might be causing that protective  
  response to keep triggering? 

 • What speaking situations trigger your “fight or flight” response 
  most often? Why?
 
  Taking some time to explore these questions is incredibly important  
  in order to understand what keeps your personal response so reactive. 



2. Get out of your head and into your body!
  We have yet another analogy at AIS when it comes to understanding  

the dynamic between the mind and body. The mind tends to be like an 
“A” student - it quickly grasps  the logic of facing fear and approaching 
the things that scare us in order to reduce stress and reactivity. Makes 
total sense! But the body is more like a “C” student - it will get there 
eventually, but it may need a bit more time and repetition to truly 
“get it” and work through old habits. This is why it is very common for 
people to quickly become okay talking about stuttering as a concept, 
but have a much harder time giving themselves permission to actually 
show it. We like to utilize di�erent somatic approaches, mindfulness 
meditation, and systematic exposure work to help your body reduce 
its reactivity to the stuttering moment. 

   Think of it this way: Have you ever watched the same horror movie  
 multiple times in a row? I’m sure the first time you watched it, you were  
 on the edge of your seat waiting for the next jump scare to happen. 

 But have you ever sat down and watched the same movie for the  
 7th time in a row? I would bet that by that viewing, your body would  
 be much less tense, you would be thinking more rationally throughout  
 the film, and you would even notice parts of the movie that you  
 were too emotionally triggered to watch the first time. This is exactly  
 what happens when we start to approach moments of stuttering  
 without avoidance - while scary at first, our bodies quickly adapt  
 and realize that there is no immediate threat to our well-being,  
 thereby making our experience of speaking much easier and more
  comfortable. Many people come to realize that their “problem” was  
 never stuttering, but all of the fight that their body and mind put up  
 against the moment of stuttering from happening in the first place. 

3. Find space spaces to “normalize” stuttering
 As Brene Brown stated, “Shame needs three things to survive:   
 secrecy, silence, and judgment”. 

 We can’t make long standing changes to the stuttering experience  
 if we don’t talk openly about it. Oftentimes, it is incredibly important  
 to slowly start sharing with trusted individuals some of the ups and  
 downs that stuttering can cause. Clients are often shocked to realize  
 that people don’t automatically understand the “under the surface”  
 thoughts and emotions that tend to go along with stuttering. 

 It can also be incredibly therapeutic to connect with the larger   
 stuttering community to receive support, encouragement, mutual  
 understanding, and friendship from people who truly get it and live it  
 themselves, and luckily there are a ton of community resources that  
 see the great importance of this as well. 





WHAT PEOPLE WITH STUTTERS SEE 
WHEN WE WATCH JOE BIDEN

It’s not always a “ga�e.”
By Julia Marzovilla

Last month, my mom and I turned on the television to watch the first presidential 
debate. We didn’t say anything, but not for lack of nerves. I was, at least, too 
nervous to speak fluently. 

I’ve had a stutter for as long as I can remember. It has, since my childhood, 
a�ected everything about my life. My family was supportive out of necessity: both 
my older brother and father stutter too. Stuttering — a communication disorder that
is characterized by involuntary interruptions within a person’s speech pattern — 
is part of my family’s very own cadence. The constant support was vital to give me 
the confidence to speak freely within our home from a young age. Despite this,  
I still felt largely alone in my experience as a woman. According to The Stuttering 
Foundation, women are four times less likely than men to stutter long term. 

Over the course of the debate, Biden fell victim to what the media would consider 
one of his “ga�es.” He appeared to stumble over his words, sometimes changing 
them at the last minute. Other times, he would begin to say something, pause as 
if in thought, and then proceed. What the public saw was not a series of mistakes, 
but a series of blocks caused by Biden’s stutter. 

“He definitely switches up his words, and other times he just stutters through 
it,” Dr. Heather Grossman, the executive director at the American Institute for 
Stuttering, tells me about Biden’s speech patterns. “What a lot of people would 
think is him tripping over a word is the way he stutters.”

Stuttering looks di�erent for every person who deals with the impediment. 
Di�erent people who stutter employ di�erent tactics when a block arises.  
While most people have some form of disfluency in their speech pattern when 
nervous or stressed, a block specifically relates to an instance of stuttering.  

They come in the form of sound prolongations, repetitions, or the total absence of 
sound in the middle of a word or sentence. Each person who stutters has di�erent 
sounds or words that can cause blocks to happen. 



Word switching is a common way for stutterers to get out of a di�cult situation 
without fully blocking. At a New Hampshire Town Hall in February, Biden said 
that he marks up his written speeches to remind him where to pause. During 
the debate, it may have looked like he was talking to himself before each topic. 
But what looked like mindless mutters may have actually been Biden using 
self-rehearsal to prepare what he was going to say. Both tactics help him speak 
without blocking. They also reveal the hoops that nearly three million Americans 
who stutter have to jump through in order to speak fluently in a culture that 
doesn’t understand what stutterers go through.
 
Despite what President Donald Trump and other bullies may believe, a stutter isn’t 
a marker of a person’s poor intelligence, or a sign of forgetfulness. Data shows 
that having a stutter is primarily genetic. “We have enough brain imaging studies 
to know that there are very concrete di�erences in the neural arrangement in the 
brains of those who stutter and those who don’t,” Grossman says. The Stuttering 
Foundation notes that 60% of stutterers have a family member who does as well. 

Sara MacIntyre, the Founder of YouSpeak Stuttering Therapy in Philadelphia and 
the Director of Programs and Education at The Stuttering Foundation, chose to 
keep her stutter private for most of her time in high school and college while still 
participating in sports and other activities. 

“I naturally gravitated at a young age towards hiding my stuttering. In fact, I felt like 
it was the most important secret I had to keep,” she says. “I had so many tricks up 
my sleeve from ordering only things that I could say, switching my words around, 
carefully planning and strategizing my day, [or] finding excuses to leave class.” 

Biden speaks often about how he overcame his childhood stutter. The public 
might see Biden’s blocks as a failure to speak fluently — without any blocks — 
but that isn’t the case. For Biden, overcoming a stutter doesn’t always mean 
appearing to not have one, and the internet seems to agree. After the first 
presidential debate, stutterers flooded Twitter to share their own experiences of 
growth and acceptance.

“I think the term ‘overcoming’ is not helpful,” says Jacquelyn Revere, a YouTuber 
and person who stutters. “It gives fluent people another way to dictate how 
stutterers should talk, dictate what their journey to fluency could and should be, 
and it lets them point out ‘successful’ people and make examples of those people 
[by saying] this is who you could be.”  

It’s easy to assume that MacIntyre and Revere have overcome their stutters 
because they both talk about it openly. Instead, Revere views her fluency as a 
lifelong journey. “I’m constantly challenging myself in new spaces,” she says.  
“I’m continually stretching what it means to overcome it for myself.” 

In my own experience, it has taken nearly a decade of dedication and self-love to 
feel at peace with my stutter. Speech therapy helped, but so did unlearning the 
negative connotations that I associated with my impediment. In watching Biden 
run for president, I have learned to not see it as something that holds me back. 
Vice President Biden has provided me a feeling I seldom have about my stutter — 
really, truly, proud. 

Originally published in InStyle, October 2020
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