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Stuttering is having its moment right now. Never before 
have people been more aware of stuttering than today. U.S. 
President Joe Biden stutters. Baseball superstar George 
Springer stutters. British actress Emily Blunt stutters. And 
three million more people around the world stutter. Yet, the 
negative public perception of stuttering persists.

In WORDS FAIL US: In Defence of Disfluency, author 
Jonty Claypole takes on the challenge of changing how 
society views people who stutter. Claypole makes an 
intriguing appeal for the public to celebrate people with 
speech disorders “because of the diversity and innovation 
they bring to human thought and language.”

Throughout the book, we learn about Jonty’s relationship 
with his stutter and how he has come to understand the 
positive contributions disfluent people make in society. 
The National Stuttering Association spent time with Jonty 
Claypole to learn more about his story, his book and his hope 
for changing the public perception of people who stutter.

* * * * *

Q: In the course of writing the book, what did you 
learn about stuttering that you didn’t know before? In 
particular, was there something about stuttering that 
you previously believed in and now believe differently as 
a result of writing the book?

A: When I last did speech therapy, in my mid-thirties, I had 
an important revelation. Despite having spent my entire life 
worrying about stuttering and avoiding situations in which 
I might do it, I actually knew next to nothing about what it 
is. I had grown up believing it was inherently shameful and 
the less said about it better. So I was very good at worrying 
about my stutter, but bad at thinking or speaking about it.

My relationship with my stutter was therefore emotionally 
and intellectually shallow. I couldn’t tell you anything 
about the history of how it’s been treated, or how it’s been 
perceived in our culture, or how phenomenally creative 
people who stutter often are, or any of the latest research 
into the neuroscience of stuttering.

Aged 33, I decided I needed a more informed relationship 
with my stutter, so I began reading about it and talking to 
others. I was astonished at how much misinformation there 
is in mainstream perception of stuttering and so the book 
began as an attempt to make sense of it both for myself and 

for anyone else who was interested.

In answer to your question… what I learnt about stuttering 
that I didn’t know before was, quite simply, everything I 
now know, as well as shedding a load of falsehoods.

The main thing I came to believe is that while there are 
clearly neurological and physiological factors to stuttering, 
most of what we experience - the sense that getting a little 
stuck on our words is shameful and profoundly disruptive 
and a reason why we shouldn’t have access to the same 
life experiences that others do - is a cultural and social 
construct that has grown up over the centuries because of 
misinformation.

While there isn’t yet a definitive medical ‘cure’ for stuttering, 
we can work to eliminate the social and cultural prejudice 
which is - in any case - where much of the problem lies.

Q: Your book proposes a concept of framing stuttering 
as part of a disfluency family that includes Tourette’s, 
aphasia and dysarthria. Explain what you mean and 
why this concept is important.

A: All those conditions are different, just as any individual’s 
experience of any one of those is. However, we are 
increasingly aware of surprising medical overlaps between 
them, not least the fact they are all neurological conditions 
(this sounds obvious, but until thirty years ago stuttering and 
Tourette’s were widely seen to be neurotic conditions). But 
my real reason for wanting to think about disfluencies and 
speech disorders as members of a larger family is cultural 
and political rather than medical.

I believe that people with speech disorders develop a 
fundamentally different relationship with language than 
neurotypical people do. For us, language is an instrument of 
suffering and fear as much as communication, which means 
we think about it differently. It also means we develop a 
very creative relationship with it as we try to bend it and 
use it in different ways. So psychologically we have a lot in 
common.

Then there is the way that it suits mainstream culture to only 
think about speech disorders as entirely distinct conditions. 
It marginalizes them and makes activism harder. We always 
say 1% of the population stutters, which feels significant 
but according to the ‘3.5% rule’ we’re still 2.5% short of 
changing the status quo about how stuttering is perceived.

VIRTUOUS 
DISFLUENCY
WORDS FAIL US author, Jonty Claypole, shares 
perspective on a condition he’s intimately familiar 
with – stuttering.

I WANT TO CHANGE THE WAY WE THINK ABOUT SPEECH DISORDERS 
BECAUSE I BELIEVE WE’LL BE A BETTER SOCIETY FOR IT.
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Now, according to the UK’s Royal College of Speech 
and Language Therapists, about 20% of the population 
experiences some form of diagnosable speech and/or 
communication difficulty at some point in their lives. This is 
where things get interesting for me, because while stuttering 
is very different in many ways to other types of speech 
disorder, all of us fall foul of similar discrimination, not least 
the fact that many job specifications say ‘fluent and effective 
communication skills’ are essential, which is a brazen form 
of discrimination that for some reason lingers on.

My belief is the more we form networks with other commu-
nities, the more powerful we will be in tackling the forms of 
discrimination that affect us all.

When society encourages us to think of ourselves as isolated, 
as part of a tiny minority, it’s worth asking why we’re made 
to think that way, who it suits, and what happens if we 
approach it differently.

Q: In the book you write, “Undoubtedly, hyperfluency can 
be a powerful and influential means of communication. 
But it has inherent risks and dangers too.” What’s the 
downside to hyperfluency?

A: Hyper-fluency is the term I use to describe the ‘fluent and 
effective communication skills’ so many job specifications 
consider an imperative to employment. There is nothing 
wrong with it in itself -hearing somebody give a brilliant, 
polished TED talk can be a really nice experience. 
Admittedly, in the wrong hands there can be a tendency to 
glibness, concealing misinformation or outright lies behind 
lovely, charismatic presentation.

But my main problem with hyper-fluency is when it becomes 
a form of exclusion against all those who communicate in 
different ways and, for some reason, hyper-fluency - or those 
who promote it - have a long track record of such intolerance: 
talk like this or you’re worthless!

We don’t tell people who don’t stutter they’re worthless, 
despite the fact we tend to be much more linguistically 
versatile than they are because we’re constantly studying our 
speech and building our vocabularies to substitute different 
words.

Q: You dedicate a chapter to “Virtuous Disfluency.” 
Those two words seem to be contradictory but obviously 
you think otherwise. Explain. 

A: Neurodiversity encourages us to identify the productive 
qualities of speech disorders as well as the negative. Again-
and-again, we find examples of individuals who feel their 
stutter has made them more empathetic and more driven (as 
we know, Joe Biden has spoken often about how his stutter 
drove him to the top job).

There is increasingly scientific evidence suggesting the 
heightened rather than diminished linguistic versatility 
of many people with speech disorders. This is turn 
encourages creative excellence. Lewis Carroll, Henry 
James, Wittgenstein, Kendrick Lamar, Emily Blunt, Marilyn 
Monroe, Ed Sheeran, Colm Toibin, John Lee Hooker, Bill 
Withers… Need I go on?

Q: Since 2014, you’ve been the BBC’s Director of Arts. 
How has your stutter made you better at your job?

A: I realized while writing the book that I had spent my 
working life a ‘linguistic groupie’, working behind the 
scenes supporting ‘fluent and effective communicators’ in 
broadcasting. I loved the way they spoke because I couldn’t 
do it. I still love it, but recognize it is just one linguistic 
register amongst others. Having realized this, I have spent 
the last few years promoting communication diversity in 
our output: people or programs that celebrate other ways of 
speaking and telling a story.

Q: What do you hope your book accomplishes?

I want to change the way we think about speech disorders 
because I believe we’ll be a better society for it. Speech 
disorders are simply forms of vocal and linguistic diversity 
that enrich our language, our ideas and art forms. My goal 
is communication diversity and my hope is that my book 
can play a part in that change, but it needs thousands 
of interventions like this. Changing mainstream social 
perception is notoriously difficult, but it can be done. The 
most important thing is telling our stories. The rest follows

* * * * *
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Jonty Claypole

The National Stuttering Association (NSA) believes that instilling a sense of self-worth can transform the 
lives of people who stutter  as well as the communities that support them. Our annual conference and 
nationwide network of more than 200 self-help  support groups for adults, teens, and children who stutter 
provides unparalleled empowerment, encouragement, and education for people who stutter of all ages.


