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INTRODUCTION
Speech disfluencies are distinguished as being either linguistic disfluencies (phrase repetitions,
interjections, and revisions) or stuttering disfluencies (part-word sound or syllable repetitions, and sound
prolongations). Shapiro (1999) stated that all children demonstrate linguistic disfluencies; however, children who
stutter are more disfluent and demonstrate more stuttering disfluencies. According to Conture (2001), an individual
who produces three percent or more stuttering-type disfluencies is considered a person who stutters.
Syntactic complexity and discourse complexity influence the fluent production of speech. According to
Adams’ (1990) “Demands and Capacities” model, when complexity increases, the demands for the production of
fluent speech may exceed the individual’s abilities; therefore, fluency may be compromised. Linguistic disfluencies
(Thordardottir & Ellis Weismer, 2002) increase with linguistic complexity. All individuals produce linguistic
disfluencies in speech; however, if they are produced frequently, linguistic disfluencies may indicate difficulties with
utterance formulation or word finding (Miller, Long, McKinley, Thormann, Jones, & Nockerts, 2005). Some research
has also shown that the frequency of linguistic disfluencies and stuttering disfluencies increase in narrative contexts
as opposed to conversational contexts for all children (Miller et al., 2005; Scott and Windsor, 2000; Trautman,
Healey, and Norris 2001).
METHOD
Participant. AC, an 8-year-old male, was adopted from China at the age of 4;6 and began to stutter when he
transitioned from speaking Chinese to speaking English. His medical history includes a repaired cleft lip and palate.
Information is not available about his development of language skills in Chinese. He passed a binaural audiologic
screening. In the Fall 2004 semester, AC received fluency therapy, which focused on his use of fluency-enhancing
techniques. Formal testing results indicated average language skills with receptive language being significantly
higher than expressive language. The developmental level for a narrative retelling was the multiple episode level,
but for a spontaneous narrative, it was only at the primitive narrative level.
Procedures. AC received individual language therapy during the Summer 2005 and Fall 2005 terms with the
goal to improve expressive language and as a result improve fluency. The first term consisted of nine one-hour
treatment sessions. The second term consisted of 21 one-hour treatment sessions. To increase organizational and
discourse-level skills, therapy focused on the use of story grammar elements to create narratives, with one element
(setting, problem, attempt, direct consequence) targeted at a time. Cues included printed labels for the narrative
elements and clinician models, which were faded. To increase formulation skills, therapy focused on increasing AC’s
production of complex sentences. To teach these structures, pictures representing each clause and the print cue for
the conjunction were provided with cues faded over time. Narrative samples and 50-utterance conversational
language samples yielded data for analysis. During the first treatment period, narrative measures were obtained
from retellings, as AC could not produce a spontaneous narrative. At the end of the second treatment period, AC
produced a spontaneous narrative. Disfluency measures were obtained from a 300-word portion of each sample.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Following treatment, AC’s use of simple sentences decreased, and the frequency of compound and complex
sentences increased. According to Bernstein Ratner and Costa Sih (1987), children produce complex sentences
once they develop the necessary linguistic capacity. The consistent practice of complex syntactic structures in
treatment increased AC’s spontaneous production of complex sentences in conversation and by December 2005 in
narration (45.5%) as well. Improvement in syntax also led to fewer linguistic disfluencies in conversation. Although

formulation of complex linguistic structures may place higher demands on a child and cause the production of
disfluencies (Thordardottir and Ellis Weismer, 2002), treatment increased AC’s syntactic capabilities, decreased the
demands on the system, and, therefore, decreased his production of linguistic disfluencies.
During the first treatment period, because AC could not spontaneously tell a complete narrative, retellings
were used for assessment. During even the narrative retelling task, the complex structure of the narrative exceeded
his capacity for fluent speech, which led to more stuttering disfluencies at the end of treatment. According to
Trautman et al. (2001), narrative discourse places greater demands on the speaker. The demands of the narrative
task also prevented him from focusing on syntax, which blocked the benefits of treatment and led to the same
amount of linguistic disfluencies at the end of the first treatment period as at the beginning. By the end of the second
treatment period, AC spontaneously produced a complete one-episode narrative given a picture cue. Even though a
spontaneous narrative is more difficult than a retelling, treatment taught new skills which expanded his capacity and
led to success with the more demanding task. His stuttering disfluencies decreased to a level lower than prior to
treatment; however, because his narrative skills were still emerging, the task demands blocked any further decrease
in linguistic disfluencies.
According to the “Demands and Capacities” model, disfluencies occur when complexity exceeds ability
(Adams, 1990). A narrative task places more demands on the system than a conversational task. When AC had to
focus on the macrostructure of the narrative as well as the formulation of sentences, more stuttering disfluencies
occurred. When he achieved more skill in telling narratives, these disfluencies decreased. As his syntactic and
narrative skills improved, they placed less demands on the system, and the discrepancy between conversational and
narrative contexts decreased. Further treatment should continue to improve AC’s language skills, esp. at the
discourse level, which should then lead to a continued decrease in disfluencies.
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