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Co-Chair Special Projects: 
PAM MERTZ

Co-Chair Special Projects: 
DAVID RESNICK

Professional Relations Co-Chair: 
LARRY MOLT, PH.D.

Professional Relations Co-Chair: 
KATIE GORE

Adult Programs Co-Chair: 
RÓISÍN MCMANUS

Teen Advisory Council Liaison: 
ISABEL SZILAGYI

We also wish to thank our board 
members who have recently completed 

their terms. Thank you all for your 
service to the organization!

THE NSA WOULD LIKE TO 
WELCOME THE FOLLOWING 

NEW MEMBERS TO OUR 
BOARD OF DIRECTORS.

TOGETHER WE ARE THE 
FUTURE OF THE NSA!

APRIL 2:
4th Annual ‘Don’t Tell Me to Slow Down’ 5K - Dallas, PA 

APRIL 22:
8th Annual USF/Tampa Speech Party - Tampa, FL 

MAY 13:
Boston Chapters Go to the Ballpark - Boston, MA

JULY 4-5:
NSA Research Symposium - Dallax, TX

JULY 5-9:
34th Annual NSA Conference - Dallax, TX

SEPTEMBER 1:
Stuttering Evaluation & Treatment CEU - Daytona Beach, FL

EVENTS

For complete details visit westutter.org

Stuttering has given me far more than 
it ever could have taken away. I wouldn’t 
have half the friends I have today. Not 
only is this on point, but these friends 
have turned into more for me. They 
have, literally, become my family and 

the NSA is all I will ever have and what I 
know. Once I walk into that conference 

hotel, time stands still for just one 
fleeting moment and how unbelievable 
it is. You can try to use every adjective 

out there to try and explain what it 
means to be with 900 of the most 

selfless, passionate people I know, but it 
is asking the impossible to do that. I may 
crumble and be an emotional wreck at 
the closing banquet, but it is moments 
like that which will always define my life 

and what I am about.
-JESS GIUFFRE

Flashback to elementary school…the teacher asks a question. I 
quickly know the answer, and mentally I am raising my hand, 
waving it wildly, saying, “Pick me! Pick me!” Outwardly, 
however, I sit quietly. I wait for someone else to answer because I 
am trapped in my own cage of fear and doubt.

Stuttering is a part of myself that I have always tried to keep 
hidden because it made me feel less than I wanted to be. Talking 
has never been easy for me. Sentences and words that should have 
been no-brainers were often agonized in my mind before I built 
up enough courage to actually say something. In my childhood 
world, I never saw anyone who stuttered like I did. In a room full 
of people, I used to always feel alone, worrying endlessly over 
whether I would have to talk and what I would say. The end result 
was often an awkward tumble of words and phrases.

One day, my fourth grade teacher, Mrs. Burns, announced that 
tryouts for UIL oral reading were coming up soon. I could barely 
answer a question in class without some pretty major stuttering, 
but in a rare moment of bravery, I knew that I wanted to try. I read 
out loud at home to my mom and our pets all of the time, and I 
loved doing it. Unfortunately, my tryout for the team was shaky 
at best, but I think that Mrs. Burns was proud of my courage, and 
she let me be on the oral reading team anyway. I remember feeling 
terrified the day of the competition, but I pretended like the judges 
were my cats. When my mom picked me up at the school that 
night, Mrs. Burns scrambled off the bus exclaiming, “Leah did it! 
She got 1st place!”

I wish I could say that after the UIL meet, I never stuttered 
again, but that would indeed be a lie. I still endured many painful 
introductions where I pretended to forget my name only because 
I could not say it. I continued to stammer awkwardly through 
countless conversations and spent many a speech or presentation 
wanting desperately to sink through a hole in the floor. Even in 
college, some of my professors questioned whether I had picked 
the best major for my abilities. Stuttering did not go away for me. 

What did change, however, is that I started letting go. I let myself 
try. I saw that while I did mess up a lot, there were times when 
I got it just right. I started finding that as I worried less about 
what I was going to say, it sounded better when I actually said 
it. Deep breaths, slowing down, and a little confidence became 
powerful. The people who really mattered never loved me less 
when I stuttered.

Today, I am a school teacher, and I pretty much talk for a living. 
I absolutely love my job and the daily chances I have to make a 
difference. I can stand up in front of my students and never miss a 
beat, but even when I do, it’s okay. In the words of Dr. Seuss, “Be 
who you are and say what you feel because those who mind don’t 
matter, and those who matter don’t mind.” I had to learn to let go 
of fear and just take life one word at a time. What happens when 
you let go? Your hands and heart are open and ready for you to 
make your mark on the world. GO

THE POWER IN 
LETTING GO
By Leah Clugy
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EVERYTHING IS BIGGER IN TEXAS, & THE NSA 
ANNUAL CONFERENCE IS NO EXCEPTION!
2017 is the 40th anniversary of the NSA, so you know we’ll be 
making this an event to remember.  With a program schedule that 
kids, ‘tweens, teens, families, young adults, adults, and SLPs are 
sure to enjoy, tours and events that are fun for the whole family, 
special guests and keynote speakers, and even a few surprises up 
our sleeves, this is one conference you will not want to miss!

Dallas is a modern metropolis in north Texas, and a commercial 
and cultural hub of the region. Your room at the Fairmont Dallas 
will be the epitome of contemporary luxury, while maintaining 
the Southwestern charm of Texas. Located in the heart of the 
downtown Dallas Arts District, our conference hotel offers all of 
the amenities you’ve come to expect from an NSA conference 
hotel will be available – plentiful conference space, fitness center, 
pool, high-speed Internet access, and more, all served with a side 
of southern hospitality.

During these four days we will come together as a closely-knit 
community of adults, children, families, and friends who share 
stuttering as a common bond. We will be educated, motivated, and 
challenged. We will be moved as we listen to the stories of our 

comrades and as we share our own stories, perhaps for the first 
time. Most of all, though, we will realize once again that we belong 
to a very special community of caring individuals who understand 
exactly what it is and how it feels to stutter and we will remember 
how important it is to be a part of that community.

 RESEARCH SYMPOSIUM
Our 2-day Research Symposium is held in conjunction with our 
Annual Conference. Mark your calendars for July 4-5, 2017, 
and join us for presentations from cutting-edge researchers 
and opportunities for small group discussion. This symposium 
is preceding the NSA Annual Conference, and will offer 
approximately 1.3 ASHA-approved CEU’s, in addition to those 
offered during the Annual Conference.

Stuttering can be defined as it relates to speech fluency. Its life 
impact however, can vary enormously. Perceptions and attitudes 
of speakers and listeners may influence daily choices, level of 
participation, and life goals. This year, we will also examine the role 
of society and culture as we consider life impact – topics include 
stigma, employment, anticipatory phenomena, spontaneity, and 
applications from other disciplines that deal with the psychology 
and social dimensions of chronic conditions.

RICK ARENAS, PH.D. 
Assistant Professor, Speech & Hearing Sciences 
University of New Mexico

MICHAEL BOYLE, PH.D., CCC-SLP 
Assistant Professor, Communication Sciences & Disorders 
Montclair State University

JAMIE COHEN, PSY.D 
Psychologist 
University of California San Francisco Medical Center

CHRISTOPHER CONSTANTINO, M.S., CCC-SLP 
PhD Candidate, Speech-Language Pathology 
University of Memphis

ROD GABEL, PH.D., CCC-SLP, BCS-F 
Professor 
University of Toledo

HOPE GERLACH, M.A., CCC-SLP 
Doctoral Candidate, Communication Sciences & Disorders 
University of Iowa

ERIC S. JACKSON, PH.D., CCC-SLP 
Postdoctoral Fellow, Communication Sciences & Disorders 
University of Iowa

NAN BERNSTEIN RATNER, ED.D., CCC-SLP 
Professor, Hearing & Speech Sciences 
University of Maryland

EVAN TOTTY, PH. D 
Economist 
U.S. Census Bureau, Washington, DC

SYMPOSIUM
PRESENTERS

2017 ANNUAL CONFERENCE 
& RESEARCH SYMPOSIUM

GO
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“I didn’t know you stutter.”  I get that comment a lot. You see, 
most people I know have never heard me stutter.  But how could 
no one know that I stutter? 

My stuttering started around the fourth grade.  I consider my 
stutter to be on the mild side, but that didn’t stop it from having a 
deep impact on my life.  For most of my life, I have been a covert 
stutterer.  You could almost say a severe covert stutterer, passing 
as fluent while completely hiding my stutter. I became good - very 
good - at hiding my stutter to the outside world.  By the time that I 
decided let others know that I stutter (at age forty, no less!), most 
people had no idea.  None of my friends knew that I stuttered 
and my family thought I had ‘gotten over it’ years prior.  I never 
decided to be a covert stutterer, it was just my way of coping.  

In my younger years the stuttering was pretty noticeable.  No one 
ever made fun of it but I definitely had the impression that I was 
different, and I didn’t like that.  Every time I stuttered felt like I 
was falling down, flat on my face.  Most of the time I knew when 
I would stutter and I felt like I could see it a mile away, but I 
couldn’t prevent it.  As I got older I tried harder to lessen those 
falls, or, even better, eliminate the falls completely.  That usually 
meant word substitutions, filler words (um’s and ah’s), and even 
weird animal noises (don’t ask).  I used anything I could think of 
to unlock my voice that seemed stuck, unable to continue onto the 
next word.  

With each day, I grew more frustrated and embarrassed about my 
stuttering, and even angry that it would not go away. I would have 
given anything for it to disappear.  I thought that maybe I could 
wait it out and just deal with it as best I could until it simply went 
away.  That didn’t happen.  Every opportunity to speak came with 

constant fear, fear of walking off a cliff and not knowing if that fall 
was going to be two feet or two hundred feet. I always prepared for 
and expected the two hundred foot fall, so much so that when the 
fall was only two feet, I still felt exhausted from the roller coaster 
ride of anticipation.

Until a few years ago I had made only one real attempt to address 
my stuttering, which happened around my high school years.  I 
went to the local library in search of information on stuttering.  
After looking through a couple of books on stuttering, I chose one, 
but I was too embarrassed to go up to the librarian and check it 
out.  So instead, I photo copied every page in the book - all 170 
pages – and put the book back on the shelf and walked out, with 
my stack of papers one inch thick.  (To this day still the most 
expensive book I’ve ever taken from the library.)  When I got 
home, I went straight to my room and started to look through the 
pages.  After a few minutes I put the stack of pages away, in the 
bottom of a file cabinet, where no one could find it.  Over the next 
several years, I looked at that book only a couple times and then 
after that, not at all.  At that point in life I couldn’t handle looking 
stuttering straight in the eye, which is required if I wanted to make 
improvements in how I deal with stuttering.  

The years passed and I tried not to think or worry about my 
stuttering, but I couldn’t stop thinking or worrying about it.  
Stuttering for me was all consuming, affecting my thoughts and 
behaviors.  Stuttering became the lens through which I saw the 
world. Being a ‘stutterer’ was never a role I wanted to play, like a 
job I didn’t sign up for.  But I got the part, whether I wanted it to 
or not.  I realized that I needed to let go of my old identity, let go 
of my desire to be someone I’m not (fluent), and stop pretending 
to myself and others that I’m fluent, and believe that everything’s 

better because I appear fluent (when it’s not).  I realized that I will 
never be the person I want to be until I accept the person I am. 

I finally realized that nothing will change unless I do something 
about my stuttering, so I decided to seek some help.  I started 
seeing a speech language pathologist, and we talked about all things 
stuttering.  I learned about how sounds are produced and using speech 
tools like easy onsets and voluntary stuttering.  I learned about being 
more open about my stutter.  I told myself that I stuttered and I told 
other people that I stuttered and I thought my “old” stutter would 
emerge, but it didn’t.  Did my stutter really disappear?  Not likely. 
I’ve begun to understand that I will probably stutter more before I 
stutter less, and that’s actually ok.  As I stop avoiding my difficult 
words and situations and switching back and forth between all the 
avoidance tricks and just say what I want to say, my “old” stutter 
will emerge.  That’s already started to happen. And that’s OK.

I also realized that I needed to talk more about stuttering and be 
around people who understood stuttering, without me saying 
a word.  I found that understanding with the NSA and through 
various other organizations and outlets.  Attending the Annual NSA 
Conference and local chapter meetings puts me more comfortable 
in the stuttering role.  Listening to a StutterTalk podcast gives me 
a weekly dose of stuttering goodness.  They all help to bring my 
stuttering down from the pedestal I kept it on for so long.  To be 
able to talk about stuttering as though I’m talking about weather.  
That’s the goal.  And I’m counting on all this positive energy to 
seep down to my core, my sub-conscious.  That’s where real change 
happens.  Change that can last a lifetime.  Change that will allow 
me to fall down, pick myself up, brush myself off, and take another 
step forward. GO

I DIDN’T KNOW 
YOU STUTTER

By Jeff Olson
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As a mother, the NSA is home. When asked about the NSA, 
the first word that comes to my teen daughter Lauren’s mind is 
understanding, which perfectly complements my own perception 
as the parent of a child who stutters. I love my daughter so much. 
We talk every day and I’m always there to listen, but my support 
does not come from a place of understanding. 

I know that when I am packing my suitcase and she is packing 
hers before an NSA Conference that she’s overjoyed, hopeful, and 
anxious to get there. The build up to the most wonderful week of 
her life is such an exciting time in our house. When we arrive, her 
heart just leaps out of her chest and she can’t wait to get that year’s 
lanyard on and be among her people – those who really understand. 
There is unconditional love and acceptance everywhere she turns.

When I arrive at the hotel, I am thinking about logistics, getting 
our room key, and setting the stage in our room for everything that 
is to come. I look forward to seeing my fellow parent friends that 
I so easily made at the first NSA Conference we attended, kicking 
off my shoes, having a cup of coffee, and perusing the week’s 
program like a morning paper. Does any of this sound like home? 
It does to me, and I relish every moment I have to be around people 
who understand me, too. 

I look for the newcomers. In Atlanta in 2016, my husband and I 
and our daughters had been in the lobby about 15 minutes when 
we were all struck by a wave of various emotions. I had noticed 
an international attendee - Agnieszka from Poland - standing 
by herself. I immediately struck up a conversation and she was 
thrilled to have someone to visit with while she took it all in. She 
was a beautiful woman who had come a long way to find her 
‘home’ among a group of understanding strangers, and by the end 
of the week we had seen each other in passing several times and 

she traveled in a group of other adults who stutter. 

While getting to know Agnieska at that first meeting, my husband 
was nowhere to be found. I figured that he might have head over 
to the lobby, but instead he had found a quiet spot to take a minute 
to process what he was feeling. He had no idea what it would feel 
like to see the world through his daughter’s eyes. He had realized 
and acknowledged that this was a safe place for dads, too. The 
NSA creates this home for fathers, who in turn benefit from the 
opportunity to meet eyes with, and shake the hands of, other 
fathers who understand.

The NSA has also taught its members how to ‘pay it forward’ 
to others. Before the NSA, Lauren struggled with feelings of 
loneliness and frustration. The NSA also shows people who stutter 
that they can make a difference throughout the year in the lives 
of other people who stutter. Along with the friends they make at 
conferences and events held throughout the year, that community 
of friendship and support can be found online via social media. My 
daughter believes that with the NSA there is no place too remote for 
a person who stutters to reach out and find support, especially for 
teenagers. She believes so passionately in this that she has applied 
to be a member of the NSA’s Teen Advisory Council (TAC).

Both parents and our incredible children who stutter might feel 
odd leaving their Conference ‘home away from home’ to return to 
every day life. A lot of the kids shed tears because it feels so good 
to be around people like them. However, once the conference is 
over and we’ve made our way down the road or to the right gate 
at the airport terminal, the sadness is replaced with the comfort of 
knowing all of it was possible because the NSA has created this 
understanding home base to return to. GO

Two years ago, Katelyn Helfand wrote a letter to American Girl, 
maker of popular character-based dolls, to create an American 
Girl doll that stutters.  In 2016, her dream became a reality.

A native of Dallas, TX, Katelyn, 10, loves school, ballet, and 
reading.  She has stuttered since she was two years old and has 
attended public school therapy and private speech therapy since 
first grade.

Katelyn says, “When I was eight, I was really into American 
Girl.  So I decided to write American Girl a letter suggesting 
they create a doll that stutters.”

“The American Girl organization has such a positive message 
with their characters’ struggles that I figured that they would do 
the same for stuttering.”

Although American Girl receives many requests and suggestions 
for new dolls, they responded to Katelyn and her mother, Nicole, 
that they would consider her idea.  Fast-forward two years, and 
Gabriela McBride is American Girl’s 2017 Girl of the Year.

Katelyn responds, “I was very excited when they wrote me back 
saying that they would take my idea into consideration.”

A dancer and a poet, Gabriela uses art to confront her stuttering, 
which is an interest shared by Katelyn. In addition, Katelyn 
shares her personal advice for others who stutter: “Get involved 
with the NSA!  They have a very positive atmosphere.”

She adds that in addition to her involvement in the NSA, she 
has benefited from the support of a speech therapist, “In my 
beginning years as a stutterer, a speech therapist really helped 
me understand what I was going through and what I should do 
about it.”

A series of three books by Teresa E. Harris about her devotion 
to arts, stuttering, and everyday life in Philadelphia accompany 
the Gabriela doll, which was available for public sale on January 
1, 2017. GO

AMERICAN 
GIRL
By Sarah Armstrong

By Aaren Cravaritis

UNDERSTANDING
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The Dallas Adult NSA Chapter has been hard at work, not just 
with the day-to-day business of running a wildly successful 
chapter, but also preparing to host the 34th Annual NSA 
Conference in their hometown this summer!  Check out just a 
few of the things the Dallas Chapter, spearheaded by leaders 
David and Sivan, have been up to.

The Phoenix Family Chapter hosted a wonderful day out 
at the Phoenix Zoo. Participants met mid-morning for a 
complimentary continental breakfast, then headed into the 
zoo for a full day of family fun!

CHA
PTE

R S
POT

LIG
HT DALLAS, TX

One of the NSA’s goals for 2017 is to expand outreach and provide support to 
members of the military who stutter. The NSA wants to be a resource and offer 
support to those personnel who are looking for support, but won’t necessarily 
ask someone within the military, such as health professionals. Military personnel 
tend to be quiet about differences that may be seen as a weakness or seen as a 
disqualifier from military service, and therefore stuttering has been stigmatized. 
The NSA wants to change that perception.

A Military Support Committee has been formed under the Board of Directors 
Special Projects arm. Special Projects Co-Chair Pam Mertz serves as the chair of 
the committee, which includes NSA members John Brock, Mike Molino, Matt 
Murtha, Shea Quinn, and Matthew Scholten. The Committee aims to provide direct 
support to current and former members of the military through a closed Facebook 
support group. The Facebook group launched in January and more individuals are 
joining each day. Monthly Google Hangout video calls are planned for the future 
in hopes of simulating a physical support group.

The Committee has a long-range goal of establishing a Military Support Network 
(MSN). We hope that the MSN can provide guidance and resources to military 
health personnel who make policy about stuttering in the military. Candidates 
for the military have to be medically qualified to serve. During intake at Military 
Entrance Processing Stations (MEPS), each applicant is asked if they “habitually 
stammer or stutter”. Stuttering does not automatically disqualify an applicant, 
but many applicants are “waived” into a particular branch of service. The MSN 
wants to help educate MEPS and the US Public Health Service that people who 
stutter can be very effective communicators and would qualify for many jobs in 
the military, just like in civilian employment.

Stay tuned for more information as our Military Support Network continues to 
expand its reach. We will offer a workshop at the Annual Conference in Dallas to 
talk more about our initiatives, share experiences and offer a question and answer 
session for teens and young adults who stutter who are thinking about careers in 
the military. GO

NSA EXPANDS 
ITS REACH TO 

THE MILITARY

NATIONAL STUT TERING ASSOCIATION

MILITARY SUPPORT

PHOENIX, AZ
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