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Introduction: Identity as an issue in fluency
Identity is an important construct when describing human development
yet “few articles have addressed the application of identity theory”
(Daniels and Gabel, 2004, p. 200) to fluency. Research into fluency
disorders has examined a wealth of areas relating to psycho-social
variables, such as personality (Feinberg, Griffin & Levey, 2000) and
anxiety (Ezrati-Vinacour and Levin, 2004). Much of this research has
been quantitative, for example, the use of scaled temperament
measures (Anderson, 2004).
Although this research may be very effective in uncovering personality
types associated with adaptation to a pathological identity, or therapy
outcomes, unlike qualitative research it does not focus on the
individual’s developing relationship with their pathological identity over
time.

Turning points
Although, the advantages of qualitative methods have been noted
(Tetnowski & Damico , 2001), research in fluency has yet to fully use
this method to investigate the processes involved in the way that
PWS discursively construct the impact of stuttering in their lives.
Klompas & Ross (2004) noted in their study that although stuttering
was reported as not influencing family or marital life, PWS did feel it
had affected their self-esteem and concept of self-image. The
question arising from findings such as these is, to what extent does
self-image affect the PWS quality of life?
Corcoran & Stewart (1998) suggested that the stigma attached to the
identity of being a PWS can play a major role in causing suffering.
They recommend that in order to help alleviate this suffering
clinicians obtain the client’s story in order to discern the “meaning”
(pg. 262) the PWS has attributed to stuttering.

Current study
In order to better tailor therapy to theneeds of the client it is necessary to
explore the potential meanings (both social and individual) of what being a
PWS means. This paper will use discursive psychology and discourse
analysis to investigate the ways in which the participants construct their
perspective of stuttering within the discourse. Dyadic interviews between
a researcher and people who stutter were videotaped in a university
speech and hearing clinic.
While the participants noted varied turning points (e.g. school, college,
relationships) one particular turning point frequently reported in this study
was the relationship between stuttering and career progress. We examine
extracts from two of the participants and carry out a micro-analysis of the
talk to explore how the participants construct their identity as a PWS
within their interactions.
* not all turning points were stuttering related (e.g. family death).

The turning point has been defined as a change in perspective
(Baxter & Montgomery 1986). Turning-point analysis assumes that
the socialization process “does not follow a clear pattern of growth”
(Bullis & Bach, 1989, p. 276) and relies upon participant identified
turning-points rather than “researcher generated definitions” (p. 276).
Researchers agree that the degree to which an individual has control
of life-events plays an important role in self-esteem (see a review
Grob, 2000). Studies (e.g. Brammer, 1992; Clausen, 1990) have
shown that the amount of personal choice an individual has in
relation to a life event is a crucial factor in how positively the
individual evaluates the turning-point.

Discourse analysis
Discursive Psychology (Potter & Wetherell, 1987) and Discourse
Analysis (Guendouzi & Muller, 2005) seek to identify significant
patterns of consistency and variation. The goal of analysis is a
systematic linking of descriptions and accounts to identify concepts
that repeatedly occur in the participants’ talk (Talja, 1999).
DP and DA draw on traditions associated with social psychology,
anthropology, sociology, cultural theory and linguistics. Both
methods are concerned with textual analysis, i.e., assumptions are
drawn from the texts themselves (e.g., interviews or conversations).
Neither method claims factual reality for the participants’ accounts,
rather the analytical concern is with how speakers linguistically
construct the range of possible accounts open to them within their
interactions with others.
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Participants were adults who volunteered to take part in the
interviews. A set of probe questions, designed to elicit participants’
views about turning-points in their lives that affected the
management of their stuttering, were compiled. A standard protocol
was used with each participant to maintain consistent interview
procedures.
Eight participants were recruited from the caseload of a university
speech and hearing center and through the local chapter of the
National Stuttering Association (NSA).
All participants were asked to complete several rating scales
including The Inventory of Life Perspectives and Stuttering
Recollection Scales (St. Louis, 2001) and the Overall Assessment
of the Speaker’s Experience of Stuttering OASES scale (Yaruss &
Quesal, 2004)

General
Information

Reactions to
Stuttering

Communication
in daily living
situations

Quality of Life

Total Impact
Score

1. Roger

59

55.3

55.2

44.8

53.4

2. David

43

52.67

36

36

42.6

3. Jimmy

48

56.67

40

40

46.6

4. Joseph

34.44

33.33

47.2

31.2

36.53
44

. Kim

40

47.33

51.2

36

6. Mark

60

68.67

64.8

52.8

62

7. Rob

72

62

68

57.6

64.4

8. Eddie

54

63.33

58.4

67.2

61.2

Mild
Mild to Moderate
Moderate
Moderate to Severe
Severe

Age

Gender

Occupation

Ever
had
Tx

Type of
Tx

Currently
Attends
NSA
meetings

1. Roger

51

Male

2. David

44

Male

Retired Coast Guard

Yes

FS & SM

Yes

Surgeon

Yes*

FS

3. Jimmy

66

Yes

Male

Flight Instructor
(Owns Flight school)

Yes

FS & SM

Yes

4. Joseph
5. Kim

70

Male

Retired Pastor

No

None

Yes

44

Female

Hair Stylist

Yes

SM

Yes

6. Mark

19

Male

College Student

Yes*

SM & FS

No

7. Rob

31

Male

Internet Technology

Yes

FS & SM

No

8. Eddie

29

Male

Sales

No

None

No

*
FS
SM
Tx

KEY
Currently Enrolled in Weekly Speech Tx
Fluency Shaping
Stuttering Modification
Participant indicated a preference for this treatment

Stuttering, Employment, & Turning Points

Oases ratings
Participant #

Participant
#

20.0-29.9
30.0-44.9
45.0-59.9
60.0-74.9
75.0-100

Extract 1
yes I would say that one turning point that has affected me up to
this day as far as my lifestyle (.) is that after college (.) there’s a
lot of uncertainty in my life (.) uh trying to get into a pretty tough
job market at the time (.) I went to a number of job interviews and
I was upfront with the interviewer as to my stuttering …
I felt my disfluency with all the competition it kinda put me in the
back seat (.) and I feel its realistic the way it is …. and if I was in
their position I’m sure I would feel I had to do the same.

• Gabel, Blood, Tellis, & Althouse (2004) examined the role
entrapment and vocational stereotyping of PWS by average
listeners (385 University Students). They found that careers that
require a high degree of communication skills were seen as
inappropriate for PWS.
• Klein & Hood (2004) conducted a survey of 232 adults who stutter
regarding employment opportunities and job performance.They
reported that more than 70% of PWS felt that stuttering decreases
one’s chance of being hired or promoted.
• The interviews of the participants in this study reveal that PWS
account for career choices in their life by either invoking the role of
stuttering in relation to events they see as failures in their life, or by
downplaying the role of stuttering in their career choices.

In the above extract Roger notes that leaving college and trying to
get a job was a major turning point in his life, but he also suggests
that career choice may be an ongoing issue (up to this day) which
may still be affecting his life. He notes that it impacts his lifestyle
although we cannot be sure if the word lifestyle refers to Roger’s
general quality of life, a restriction of job choice, or actual career
path.
When referring to the uncertainty in his life he uses the present
tense and could therefore be implying he has yet to resolve this
issue. Roger then offers an account that may downplay the impact
of his stuttering (it was a tough job market for everyone) and he
notes he was upfront about his stuttering. He also aligns with the
perspective of the potential employers by noting in their position he
would have made the same choice.
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Possible interpretations
In the second extract below, Roger is explaining to the interviewer
why he failed in an attempt to become a successful realtor. Real
estate is a career that relies on close interaction with clients, a
career that might be seen as potentially difficult for a PWS. Roger,
however, stresses the point that stuttering was not an agent of
causation for this failure.
interest rates were sixteen percent back then and it was pretty
tough on every realtor much less one that uh (.) was uncertain
about that but um I mean I don’t see that as a (.) I’m not using my
stuttering as an excuse for my inability to to uh s s succeed in the
field I wanted is just that uh I I I didn’t I I couldn’t achieve it I didn’t
achieve it (.) so I chose another path

Certainly before actually mentioning the stuttering Roger begins to
hedge his account (e.g., “uh (.) was uncertain about that but um I mean I
don’t see that as a”) suggesting this is a sensitive issue for him. One
potential interpretation then is that Roger’s account of his job failure was
an interactionally bound strategy related to impression management.
Social obligation of invoking the impact of stuttering in life events.
If we consider the extract from another perspective we can see another
layer of social meaning. Roger adds a statement assuring the
interviewer that he is not using “stuttering as an excuse for my inability
to to uh s s s succeed in the field”. Given the topic of the interview Roger
must be aware that the interviewer (and the larger audience of
researchers) might assume his failure was due to his stuttering. Despite
having accounted for his failure with a socially valid reason (many
realtors failed to succeed at that period of time) Roger then introduces
the potential relationship between his stuttering and his failure as a
realtor.

Retrospective accounts of turning points
In the example below Kim describes ‘stuttering’ as a construct that can
be seen as a negative phenomenon (a curse) or a positive phenomenon
(a gift). Her choice of descriptors sets up a dialectic of polar opposites.
Dialectical theory argues that relationships are an individual’s changing
orientation towards opposing viewpoints (Williams & Guendouzi, 2000).
K: And I finally got the impression was that it it’s a gift and it’s not a curse
Int: You are at that point you think
K: I used to think oh God but now I just think about deal with it you know
there are other people in worse situations than me
Int: Right
K: And I think that after Hurricane Katrina it changed a lot of people’s
perspective on monetary value how we value our family our community
Int: Right

Impression management
Roger reports he tried “unsuccessfully” but stresses that he “tried
very hard to make it work as realtor”. Roger then begins to offer a
reason why success may have been beyond his control.Given that
the interviewer is a female expert in stuttering and younger than
Roger one interpretation of this utterance might be that issues of
impression management (Goffman, 1967) are influencing the way in
which Roger accounts for his failure in a career choice. Failure
could be perceived as a threat to his own positive face (Brown &
Levinson, 1987), but he doesn’t want to be viewed as someone who
blames every failure on his stuttering.

Whether or not Roger’s stuttering played a role in his failure in Real
Estate is a matter that cannot be debated in this context, we can
neither prove nor disprove the proposition. However, based on his story
we might suggest he feels obliged to account for any potential negative
life-events in reference to his stuttering. There appears to be an
interactional obligation to both disclaim the effects of his stuttering on
this particular event but also to covertly acknowledge that stuttering
may have been a factor in his failure.
What is of interest to the discourse analyst is the fact that Roger feels
the need to introduce this topic, further he precedes the introduction of
the remark by a series of hedges, a feature of talk that typically
accompanies or precedes a sensitive disclosure (Jefferson 1984).
Speakers always have choices in what they decide to disclose. For
example, Roger could have simply offered his first reason for failure at
real estate and let the topic move on. However, he chooses to overtly
note that it wasn’t due to his stuttering at this point.

Kim’s remarks suggest a dialectical viewpoint towards stuttering,
but, rather than a continual oscillation from one perspective to
another she reports her change of perspective as something she
has arrived at over time: “and I finally got the impression was that
its a gift and its not a curse”. Her choice of the adverb “finally”
implies a temporal process of change that has emerged over time.
Although Kim identifies hurricane Katrina as a turning-point that
may have played a role in this change of perspective, the way in
which she explains this to the interviewer appears to suggest that
her linking of the hurricane to her change of perspective is being
rationalized discursively through her explanation to the interviewer.
The discourse marker “and I think…” suggests that she is
retrospectively looking for factors that might have played a role in
her change of viewpoint. Thus her description of stuttering as a
positive aspect in her life is socially constructed through the
interaction (e.g., the interviewers probing for turning-points).
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Implications for therapeutic relationships
Kim relates her own change of perspective to a larger shift in social
values that are the result of the tragic aftermath of hurricane
Katrina. Being able to link a personal change in perspective to a
larger global shift in social values may allow Kim to attach more
validity to her claim that she now sees stuttering as a “gift”– the
inference appears to be Katrina has changed everyone’s
perspective.
Whether or not Katrina was an actual turning-point in Kim’s life, it is
an event which she presents to support the viewpoint she puts to
the interviewer. In that sense it seems that turning points may be
seen as discursive resources that can be woven into an account to
provide a rationale for a changing viewpoint.

What then can discursive approaches to research reveal for the
therapist?
We can see that there are many ways in which PWS perceive and
report their relationship with their stuttering. For some, like Roger it is
an ongoing part of their identity. Although his OASES scores suggest
he doesn’t feel stuttering impacts his life greatly (most fell within the
mild to moderate scores) he does appear to need to account (albeit by
denial) for the role stuttering played in life-events. For others like Kim,
stuttering is something that can finally be transformed from a curse to
a gift.
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