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Practical Tips: 
Helping Others Understand Hierarchies

Picture this scenario: you’re attending a periodic update meeting with the parents of a child who stutters. You tell 
them that their son has just started to learn the speech handling technique known as easy onset and that you are 
currently helping him use the technique at the phrase level in the therapy setting. As they leave the meeting, they 
ask if they should help him “practice using easy onsets during dinner conversations at home.” Exasperated, you 
wonder how they could possibly expect their son to use a skill at such a high level after you explained to them that 
he is just beginning to learn the technique. 

Hierarchies in Stuttering Therapy
As speech-language professionals, we know that the process of helping children who stutter learn to deal with 
stuttering is a more like a marathon than a sprint. We understand that children take small steps over time to make 
progress toward their overall goals in stuttering therapy. 

We use hierarchies to structure therapy activities for many communication disorders (e.g., language, articulation, 
pragmatics) by increasing complexity from simple to more difficult or from comfortable to less familiar. We know 
that integrating hierarchies into the therapy process helps increase generalization and improves a child’s overall 
success. Stuttering therapy is no different. We make conscious decisions to move from easier to more challenging 
tasks in a systematic way in order to help children build their skills in a step-by-step fashion. 

SLPs know how to use hierarchies in stuttering therapy; however, this is not always enough. We must also make 
certain that parents, teachers, and others in the child’s world understand the purpose of hierarchies. When these 
conversational partners understand the importance of making changes by taking small, supported steps over time, 
they can begin to align their expectations with the child’s reality. These more realistic expectations can help them 
release pressure from the child and provide support for the child as he climbs the ladder of complexity.

Explaining Hierarchies to Others
We have found that using analogies is one of the best ways to help people understand how hierarchies work 
in stuttering therapy. For example, we often remind parents that people who are learning to play a sport (or an 
instrument) are not expected to go from learning “the basics” to immediately being able to win a game (or give a 
concert). In speech therapy, new skills must be learned, practiced in a variety of settings, and felt to be “useable” 
by the child before he takes the next step in a progressive hierarchy. If a child is asked to use a technique or handle 
a speaking situation for which he is not yet ready, he will have limited success. That experience may sabotage his 
confidence and his ability to handle other situations or take communication risks in the future. 

When parents and others hear such analogies, they begin to understand that learning to handle stuttering is a long-
term commitment with no quick fixes or giant leaps. They become more understanding of how the child makes 
progress over time, and they become less likely to jump ahead before a child is ready.

Remember, the truth about stuttering—that it is a complicated disorder with no simple cure—can be difficult to 
understand and accept. Adults in a child’s environment often want to “fix” and “help” the child “get better faster.” 
As professionals, we must be the model of patience and perseverance for children who stutter, their families, and 
others. When we help everyone understand the bigger picture of learning to deal with stuttering, we ultimately help 
the child by creating an environment that supports small steps toward long-term success. 

For more about hierarchies, inlcuding worsheets and examples, see Chapter 11 (“It sounds good on paper, but what 
about in the real world?”) in School-Age Stuttering Therapy: A Practical Guide.


