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Background
Research indicates the general non-stuttering population holds negative stereotypes towards
people who stutter (PWS) (McGee et al. 1996; Snyder, 2001). While the reasons for these
negative perceptions are not well defined, one possible explanation could be that listeners
view PWS as having emotional problems even though no psychological data support this
contention (Mayo et al. 2004). Another explanation could be attributed to the general
public’s lack of knowledge about stuttering itself (e.g., its cause, nature, etc). Still, others
view PWS as individuals “in need of help.” For example, in the presence of a PWS,
listeners tend to avoid eye contact, help finish the individual’s utterance or interrupt when
there is a pause in the conversation (Kamhi, 2003). Added to this mix is the finding that
severity of stuttering is negatively correlated with listener attitudes toward PWS and that
the overall intelligibility of the speaker influences the listener’s perception of the
individual. (Dejoy and Jordan, 1988; Panico et al. 2005). However, Snyder’s (2001)
findings suggest that attitudes toward PWS can be changed in a few subtle ways. Thus, the
purpose of this study was to determine whether listeners’ perceptions of PWS can be
modified after viewing videos both educational and emotional in content.
Methods
Participants:
Forty-three undergraduate students (15 males and 29 females) attending the University of
North Carolina at Greensboro participated in this study. The average age of the participants
was 21.1 years. Inclusion factors for the participants were as follows: non-communication
sciences and disorders undergraduates and free from speech-language-hearing disorders.
Materials:
The attitudes of subjects toward PWS were examined with the semantic differential scale
developed by Woods and Williams (1976). This scale has been validated and used
extensively in stuttering research. The bipolar 7-point Likert scale contains words found
to be descriptive of someone who stutters and their antonym counterparts (e.g., openguarded, shy-bold, daring-hesitant). Ordinal number values are assigned to the semantic
differential scale so that in contrasting the adjectives “friendly” and “unfriendly” for
example, the rating scale would look as follows: 1= Extremely friendly, 2= Quite friendly,
3= Fairly friendly, 4= Neutral, 5= Fairly unfriendly, 6= Quite unfriendly, 7= Extremely
unfriendly. Subjects are asked to evaluate the speaker by circling the number on the scale
which represents the intensity of their agreement with the traits of a PWS. The video
documentary ‘Speaking of Courage’ (Bondarenko, 1992) served as the stimulus material in
this study. The main character of this video was a young girl who stuttered throughout
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childhood. These segments from the video portrayed factual content (e.g., etiology and
treatment of stuttering) along with the emotional aspect of stuttering experienced by the
child and her family. The researchers edited the original sixty-minute video down to twenty
minutes in order to capture scenes and narration pertaining to the main character.
Procedure:
Before watching the video, participants were required to complete a questionnaire in order
to obtain background information as well as ascertain their experience with PWS. Baseline
data for this study were acquired by having the participants complete the semantic
differential scale prior to viewing the video. The participants were required to complete an
identical semantic differential scale immediately after viewing the video so information
absorbed from the video would be accurately reflected. In order to obtain accurate potential
shifts in attitude, the researchers did not indicate to the participants that a follow-up survey
would be administered. The video was shown in a classroom setting on a 27-inch video
monitor set at ample volume to project throughout the entire classroom.
Results
Data from both the pre- and post-video semantic differential scales were compared using
ANOVA. Of the twenty-five semantic differential scale items, eight were found to have
significant positive attitude shifts (p = <.05) after viewing the video. Specifically, after to
viewing the video, the participants’ mean responses to the cooperative-uncooperative,
pleasant-unpleasant, intelligent-dull, and emotional-bland adjective pairs all shifted
positively from “fairly” to “quite”. The participants’ mean responses to the open-guarded,
shy-bold, and daring-hesitant adjective pairs positively shifted from “fairly guarded” to
“neutral”, “quite shy” to “fairly shy”, and “neutral” to “fairly daring”, respectively. The
responses to the inflexible-flexible adjective pair showed a significant shift between preand post- means; however, the responses remained in the “neutral” range.
Discussion
It is important to note that no significant negative shifts in attitude were found upon
completion of the study. The documentary utilized in this study chronicles one young
female who stutters and her life experiences with the disorder. Following the video, the
participants’ view of PWS shifted significantly from shy to bold, guarded to open, and
from hesitant to daring. These positive shifts in attitude may be attributed to the main
character’s determination and outgoing personality despite her stuttering as evidenced by
volunteering to give a public speech at her school. McGee (1996) used the same 25-item
semantic differential scale to measure changes in high school listener perceptions of PWS
and found that following a different documentary, the participants viewed PWS to be more
inflexible. The findings from the current study indicate a shift in the listeners’ attitudes
from inflexible to flexible and from uncooperative to cooperative. The main character’s
willingness to participate in school activities, speech therapy, and taking part in the
documentary itself may have caused these changes in the listeners’ perception of someone
who stutters. Throughout the documentary it was evident that the main character displayed
no cognitive deficits or lack of intelligence. The shift from dull to intelligent in the
participants’ perceptions of PWS may reflect their belief that stuttering is not directly
correlated with intelligence. Participants of this study viewed PWS more positively with
regards to being pleasant and emotional than previously thought. These shifts in attitude
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may be due to the main character’s struggle with and her ultimate acceptance of being a
person who stutters.
Throughout the documentary it was evident that the main character displayed no cognitive
deficits or lack of intelligence. The shift from dull to intelligent in the participants’
perceptions of PWS may reflect their belief that stuttering is not directly correlated with
intelligence. Participants of this study viewed PWS more positively with regards to being
pleasant and emotional than previously thought. These shifts in attitude may be due to the
main character’s struggle with and her ultimate acceptance of being a person who stutters.
The overall tone of the edited version of the documentary Speaking of Courage was a
positive one. Although the main character’s symptoms of stuttering persisted, the young
girl eventually accepted the fact that she stutters and considered it to be a unique element of
her personality. The participants possibly viewed this as a triumph over adversity for the
main character. In contrast to previous findings, our research suggests that listeners’
perceptions of people who stutter are not resistant to change and are susceptible to
significant positive shifts in attitudes. Possible explanations for these different outcomes
may be attributed to differences in types of surveys used, video stimuli, population (age of
participants), and time given to complete the post survey following the video stimulus.
Would the positive changes in the participants’ attitudes persist after a longer interval of
time? One week? One month? Are the changes long-lasting? These questions were not
addressed in the present study and should be examined in future investigations.
It is now known that listeners’ perceptions of PWS can be positively altered using the
educational documentaries that present the factual and emotional aspects of stuttering.
These educational materials could be directed toward those populations shown previously
to harbor negative attitudes toward PWS. These populations include, all age groups--school-age to adult; various cultures, speech-language pathologists, other health
professionals, and educators; and persons who stutter.
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