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Errors in communication with people having
speech and language difficulties from their perspective

Abstract: The paper relates to communicative situations which make people with
speech and language difficulties feel uncomfortable. They may manifest themselves
in the form of communicative errors. Instances of problematic circumstances expe-
rienced by people who stutter and people with developmental dysphasia constitute a
focus of our deliberations. Also, an attempt is made to consider some opportunities
of creating more positive conditions for communication with people who stutter and
those with developmental dysphasia.
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Btedy w komunikacji z ludzmi majacych problemy
z mowg i jezykiem widziane z ich perspektywy

Abstrakt: Tekst dotyczy sytuaciji komunikacyjnych, ktére sprawiajg, ze ludzie z trud-
nosciami jezykowymi czujg sie nieswojo. Mogg one réwniez objawiaé sie w formie
btedéw komunikacyjnych. Nasze rozwazania koncentrujg sie na przyktadach pro-
blematycznych okolicznosci doswiadczanych przez ludzi, ktérzy jakaja sig, oraz tych,
ktorzy cierpig na dysfazje rozwojowa. Co wiecej, podejmuje sie prébe rozpatrzenia
pewnych mozliwosci tworzenia pozytywnych warunkéw do komunikacji z ludzmi, kto-
rzy jakajg sie oraz cierpig na dysfazje rozwojowa.

Stowa kluczowe: jgkanie, dysfazja rozwojowa, tempo mowy, ptynno$¢ mowy.

Speech therapists enter a counseling relationship with their clients
within the frame of speech diagnosis and therapy. The quality of this rela-
tionship is positively affected by functional, alias healthy, communication.
Vybiral (2009) described the characteristics of functional communication
in detail, one of which being an interest in the patient and in what they
have to say. We also maintain eye contact in communication, listen care-
fully, we are patient, our facial expression and our voice are friendly. We
tune in, which means that we focus on the topic and do not look through
our documents when talking to our clients. Another principle of functional
communication is reciprocity or mutuality in which each participant has his
or her opportunity (time or space) to express him/herself on equal princi-
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ples in a dialogue or in group interaction. Each participant's turn to speak
should not be disturbed, e.g. by not listening or not letting the speaker
finish. This seemingly obvious rule is sometimes violated. A situation in
which a speech therapist is able to bring about and maintain open com-
munication, in which the client openly expresses his or her feelings, opi-
nions and attitudes is considered as advantageous. Also, we should act
consistently within the frame of functional communication, i.e. if we end
our conversation on a good note and then, after we have left, we find out
that our partner spoke negatively about us in our absence, then such act
is inconsistent.

We will demonstrate some sample situations which may complicate
communication with clients displaying communication disorders. We deci-
ded to prepare an open testimony of three university students who stru-
ggle with stuttering. They will be referred to as people who stutter (PWS).
Their statements have a qualitative nature. The first respondent is a 20-
year-old student H., who has been struggling with stuttering for 15 years.
The second respondent is a thirty-year-old student K., who has had a
stutter for 23 years. The third is student J., who is currently 24 years old
and has experienced trouble with fluency for 20 years. These statements
have been obtained by the author of this paper during an interview which
was recorded on a dictaphone, with the consent of the interviewees, and
then transcribed word for word for the purpose of this paper.

Lechta (2010a, p 28) defines stuttering as follows: “It's a complex di-
sruption of coordination of organs participating in speaking, which is mani-
fested most strikingly by characteristic involuntary pauses disrupting the
process of speaking fluency and thus disturbing the communication plan.
It is a multidimensional, dynamic and variable syndrome of impaired
communication abilities with complex symptomatology, which is often the
result of several partial, mutually interconnected, related or reciprocally
and cumulatively reacting causes".

As an example of problematic teacher-student interaction with the
involvement of stuttering, we demonstrate a situation described by student
H. As part of the class, each student had to prepare a presentation. Stu-
dent H. prepared a presentation, but when she wanted to present the
content to her classmates, the teacher stopped her, waved her hand and
asked another student to present H.’s work because of her stuttering.

Let us consider the following questions:

1. What was wrong with the teacher's attitude?

2. How did the teacher breach the principle of communication recipro-
city?

3. What was wrong in the teacher’s nonverbal component of commu-
nication?

4. Did the teacher support communication with the student?

5. Was the teacher's attitude in accordance with the principles of func-
tional communication?
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Student J. described his experiences associated in primary school:
"When encountering an unknown group of people, | just did not experien-
ce a pleasant feeling. | sat at the back of the class so as not to be easily
seen and no one unnecessarily questioned me on anything. The first
block and a maximum heart rate appeared during introductions. Each
student stood up and said their name, their favourite sport and interests.
As my turn approached, | could hear my heart pounding and | started
sweating. In addition, | have bad luck that my name is Jakub, and the
letter “k” causes problems. The nervousness came and so did the letter
’k.” | could not avoid stuttering. Those who don’t stutter cannot under-
stand what it is like to hear the silent laughter in class, which undoubtedly
belongs to you. Fortunately, it was only one of few taunts experienced at
that school. As it turned out, most of my classmates were my teammates
and part of our football club. And also, thanks to sports, | earned the re-
spect of others at primary school.”

Student K. explained the circumstances which affected the flow of his
speech in the following fashion: "I speak better in a quieter environment, if
the communication partner is in a pleasant mood and has time to talk to
me. If | have to handle some other business, | usually like to speak, but
the problem comes with the first block. The fact that the block occurs is a
slight disappointment for me, | try to choose the right words in which |
don’t have dysfluency. | usually say only a necessary minimum of informa-
tion, then communication becomes less pleasant for me and | don’t have
any further motivation to speak. | am disappointed that the flow was not
better. | think the listener has less sympathy for me when | block. If | see
that the listener does not have much time or is nervous, | do not want to
complicate the situation. | recognize from facial expression that a person
does not have much time. Some people respond by giving a clear look of
surprise or shock. | start to stutter, my interlocutor is waiting and wonder-
ing why | speak so. It is often the first experience with stutterers which
people have. The interlocutor does not know how to talk to me. Someti-
mes | explain to him that | stutter and he is glad that he has understood
the situation”.

Student H. describes an unpleasant communication situation as fol-
lows: "The interlocutors are afraid to talk to me, experience a feeling that
they are hurting me and think that | suffer when speaking. It happens to
me when | start talking with people, my interlocutor does not respond and
starts to talk with someone else or leaves, because they do not know how
to behave".

Some adults with stuttering, and also our three respondents, report
that they feel discomfort when their interlocutors complete their words and
phrases. It sometimes happens that interlocutors come up with words
different from those the person with a stammer wanted to utter. Here is an
example of how student K. perceives these situations: "The problem is
that interlocutors do not expect that a person with a stammer would like to
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say something else. In such cases, it is difficult to explain the original me-
aning of the sentence and note that the prediction was wrong. | have to go
back and say the original idea from the beginning. | usually anticipate that
in the same place | will have dysfluency — a block. Therefore, my commu-
nication takes time and if | see that my interlocutor is in a hurry, it is easier
not to say the idea again, silently agree and not waste his or her time”.

Another phenomenon in communication with a person with a stammer
is non-visual contact. Interlocutors do not know whether to keep eye con-
tact or not, thereby showing uncertainty and avoiding it. One student sta-
ted: "It is better and easier for me when the person I’'m talking to looks at
me and gives me time. | usually don’'t keep eye contact, rather | look at
the ground or another place for fear of a sneer from my interlocutor”.

K., college student, testified: "I speak worse and it's harder for me to
start talking if my interlocutor does not pay attention and give me time,
browses through documents, doesn’t maintain eye contact with me and
indicates that | have a restraint, which happens to me at the post office,
other offices or at the university”.

A survey of 40 adults with stuttering was done by Taborska (2010). 9
out of 40 respondents (21.4%) acknowledged significant deterioration of
speech fluency in communication with officials. Ten respondents (23.8%)
of the reference sample considered phone calls the most dreaded situa-
tion. One respondent said: "It's very difficult to solve a problem on the
phone. It happens that | get stuck and the other person just hangs up.” 7
out of 40 respondents (16.7%) found it considerably difficult to make in-
troductions. "When | introduce myself, | prefer to think of another name,
because I'm 100% sure that | will get stuck on my own name. It's better
than to embarrass yourself on the very first word you say", said one of the
respondents. Our three respondents H., K. and J. have problems with
introductions as well. 5 (11.9%) said they felt very unpleasant if someone
completed their thoughts.

Another survey on adults with stuttering was conducted by Novakova
(2012). When asked, "Could you describe your specific experience asso-
ciated with stuttering and school attendance?" one respondent said:
"When | was in high school in a German class, | was chosen to read an
article. After the first words the teacher told me to leave the class, calm
down in the hall, and then come back in and read it properly. If | had not
been able to read without stuttering, he would not have let me graduate. A
week later | was transferred to a different school at my request".

Students K. and H. consider it unpleasant when they talk with dysflu-
ency and their interlocutors offer that they should write it instead. Student
K. thinks that the possibility to communicate in a written way is suitable for
situations when they do not have enough time. In other cases, he would
not offer this option, because in his opinion it reduces the stammerer's
self-esteem. You feel embarrassed when you have to write the informa-
tion instead of saying it.

124



Renata MI¢akova

Errors in communication with people having speech and language difficulties
from their perspective

JSLP 2012, Volume 2, Issue 2, 121-127

Student H. does not like it when other options, different from what is
offered to her classmates, are offered to her. One example would be writ-
ten examination instead of oral examination.

Student H. states that she feels uncomfortable when she sees impa-
tient looks and mocking grins. In view of the fact that she has stuttered for
15 years, she does not let it upset her.

Student K. said that he spoke worse in a group setting: "Spontaneous
speeches in larger groups are more collective, there is more heckling and
people interrupt each other more often. It bothers me when | speak with
another person at the same moment. Most of the attention is received by
the person who was the most heard and whose thought was best under-
stood, which is usually not the stutterer. Either we don’t finish the thought
or, because of fear of disfluency, we express the idea quietly and the idea
is ignored. Stutterers would rather not verbally participate, unless someo-
ne asks them something and gives them enough time to talk".

Recommendations supporting communication of children, adolescents
or adults with a stammer are stated by Lechta (2010a, 2010b):

— We listen carefully when a client speaks and consider what they talk
about;

— We speak slowly and we extend pauses between sentences;

— we observe a situation when the speech fluency improves or wor-
sens and we encour age verbal communication during smooth phases;

— At the time of disfluency, we provide enough time without
expression of impatience and finishing sentences for the client;

— We do not interrupt our client during their speech and we do not cor-
rect improperly pronounced words;

— We do not draw attention to talking, we avoid advice like “Speak mo-
re slowly!” and we speak calmly and slowly;

— We provide enough time to respond and for communication;

—We try to reduce whatever may have a negative effect on fluency
(e.g. time pressure);

— We reduce the number of questions that we ask (Lechta, 2010a);

—We maintain eye contact even at the moment of stutter. Interrupting
eye contact, for many stutterers, is a negative signal of their failure;

—We provide an appropriate voice and speech pattern, try to talk
calmly in a relaxed way, but not extremely slowly;

— If there is a stutterer in the classroom, we avoid competitions with a
large amount of pressure such as "the first person who can say the ans-
wer, calculate...". These competitions usually significantly increase psy-
chological tension in stutterers;

—In most cases, it is appropriate for students with a stutter not to be
forced during bad days to answer aloud before the whole class;

— For children with a stutter, it can help when the class is informed of
their classmate's speech problem, so other classmates know how to be-
have during communication and the problem is not tabooed. Other stu-
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dents should not feel that their classmate who stutters is somehow favou-
red within the frame of school duties. Other conditions, such as in the
most difficult cases when the student has to respond in writing, should be
based on empathy of other classmates. Pedagogical tact is essential
(Lechta, 2010b).

Recommendations on how to talk with someone who stutters, provi-
ded by Peutelschmiedova (1994):

— Do not add words for stammerers, do not prompt words. You will just
make the situation worse. Maybe the person wants to say something diffe-
rent than you think;

— Maintaining natural eye contact expresses your interest;

— Wait until the stammerer tells you everything they wanted to say. Try
to not fall into awkwardness;

— Do not evoke the feeling of time pressure. Accentuate your interest
in what he/she says, not how he/she says it;

— Check your own speech. Speak slowly and naturally;

— Do not give well-intentioned advice: "Take a breath". "Relax". "Once
again". The more the stammerer focuses on his speech, the worse it gets.
You can cause a blockage of his speech;

— Respect the personality of the person with the stutter.

Valuable information on how to effectively help a stuttering child is de-
scribed by Lechta and Kréalikova (2011), Dell (2004). Fraser (2010) and,
as such, it focuses on effective counseling.

Communication with clients with developmental dysphasia can be
problematic because they may have difficulty with understanding spoken
and written language. Usually dysgrammatisms occur in their sponta-
neous spoken and written language. Dvorak (2007) defines developmen-
tal dysphasia as a specifically impaired language development, manife-
sted by a complicated ability or inability to learn, to communicate verbally
although the conditions for language development are suitable.

We create more favourable conditions for communication with per-
sons with developmental dysphasia when, for example:

— We significantly slow down the speed of our speech;

— Questions and instructions are formulated clearly and we verify if the
client understands (i.e. by their actions);

—We maintain eye contact. We create a quiet, unhurried atmosphere
so that the client can concentrate on the communication;

—We leave some time between each phrase or question. The client
with developmental dysphasia needs enough time so he/she can process
the information. We start from the current level of language skills of a
given pupil;

—We wait for a verbal or nonverbal response, even if it is accompa-
nied by latency and is not accurate. It is effective and the response still
has value;
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—We "tune in” to a level slightly more advanced than the current lan-
guage level of our client;

— We repeat the client’s speech or we reformulate it properly so that
the speech does not contain dysgrammatisms;

— If the client does not respond to our question while commenting and
practicing other non-direct and communication techniques, which include
short unambiguous questions, we must expand our answers or hints and
we properly answer ourselves (MI¢akova, 2011) 2,

We are aware that a unified approach to clients with impaired com-
munication abilities does not exist. This is because each client has their
own unique life story, experiences, specific family background, very speci-
fic causes of their problems, individual symptoms, possibilities and limits.
We are looking for an individual approach tailored differently to each
client, so that it fits them perfectly.
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