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Learning
to live
with a
stammer

Stammering plagued teacher Kevin
Phelps for 30 years, but it wasn’t until
it cost him his dream job that he
decided to fight back, as KAY BYRNE
reports.

KEVIN Phelps couldn’t say his
own name until he was 31.
Even the prospect of being

asked would send him into a cold
sweat.

It meant he couldn’t use the phone,
or go to see the doctor or the dentist
on his own.

He couldn’t even take his holiday
snapshots to Boots, because his
name was the first thing they’d ask
for.

Kevin was a stammerer, and even
though he was happily married with
two children and holding down a job
as a primary school teacher, his
disability ruled his life.

“The possibility of someone asking
me my name was so terrifying that I
never went anywhere where it might
happen,” he said.

Like many
stammerers, Ke-
vin had diffi-
culty pronoun-
cing consonants
like k, d, b, t and
f. The fear of not
being able to say
his name or
other words
beginning with
these sounds
made the stam-
mer worse.

The problem began when Kevin
was growing up.

“I stammered as soon as I learned
to talk, but it didn’t bother me until I
reached about eight or nine when
you become much more self-
conscious. By the time I was in my
teens I wasn’t coping at all and tried
to find a way to hide it.”

Kevin became what’s known as a
covert stammerer, using a variety of
tricks to hide his speech defect.

“I got clever at it and had a bag full
of tricks and tools to help me survive.
I learned to use alternative words to
hide the problem.

“I’d say woof-woof instead of dog —
never mind that I sounded like an
idiot, it was better than
stammering.

“I’d avoid using the phone — I
didn’t use the phone until I was in my
30s — or talking to people who made
me nervous. I couldn’t even order a
takeaway because they’d ask me my
name.

“I found every day exhausting

because I was under such an
enormous pressure to hide it. My
stammer was like an iceberg, with
only the tip showing.”

Kevin had wonderful support from
his parents, his wife Olga and his
friends and colleagues at the school
where he taught.

“I coped because for me, talking in
front of children doesn’t carry much
fear, but in meetings and at parents
evenings I found it much more
difficult.”

Despite this, Kevin, who was
living in Swansea, decided to apply
for his dream job of a deputy head-
ship at a school in Pembrokeshire.

“I was short-listed but the
interview was terrible because I was
so nervous. I stammered so much
that I asked on two occasions if I

could leave. The
panel were very
kind and told me
to take my time,
but eventually I
walked out in
tears.”

The humi-
liation of that
interview was
the catalyst that
set Kevin on the
road to
successfully

controlling his disability.
“When I got out of the interview I

was extremely upset and distressed
and I thought ‘I can’t live like this
any more’.

“I started researching stammering
‘cures’ and it was then that I heard
about the McGuire programme.”

The programme was devised by
Californian David McGuire, whose
lifelong stammer caused him
dreadful problems until he learned
how to control it.

He dropped out of college and had
difficulty maintaining relationships,
but as an adult he discovered that the
diaphragm training exercises used
by opera singers helped him improve
his speech.

He then combined them with
mental strategies influenced by
sports psychology to come up with a
unique programme that not only
helps overcome stammering but also
promotes eloquence.

“I signed up for a four-day course
in Harrogate,” said Kevin.

“It was very intensive, we were
practising 16 hours a day.

“I had to learn the costal breathing
technique used by opera singers and
wore a belt around my chest to make sure
I was doing it properly.

“It’s such an effective technique that
even people who have had asthma for
years have been cured by it.”

The mental tools the McGuire
programme gave Kevin proved just as
important.

“The psychological side is a huge part
of it. It’s all about self-acceptance, which
for a covert stammerer, is very hard to
do.

“We recorded each other. It was hard
for people at first, just trying to say their
own names.

“It was really emotional and there were
lots of tears.

“For most stammerers the most feared
word is their own name, but you learn to
confront that.

“I went into Harrogate town centre on a

Saturday and introduced myself to a
hundred people.

“It’s strange because you think people
will laugh at you and think you are a fool,
but people are not like that, in fact they
are very kind and supportive.

“I did it over and over again until there
was no longer any panic attached to my
name. It became quite exciting and I was
almost hoping that someone would ask
me what I was called!”

The support from fellow stammerers
continued when Kevin went home.

“One of the best things about the course
is the ongoing support you get from other
people who are facing the same problems.
I know I can pick up the phone any time of
the day and get help.

“There are regional support groups too
that meet every fortnight — I organised
the Swansea one for four years.”

The course was a resounding success
for Kevin. He learned how to control his
stammering and went on to win the
headship he dreamed of. He has also

become a teacher and phone coach on the
McGuire programme himself.

He still practises his breathing and
mental techniques every day, though.

“There is no cure, only control, so there
are times when I still feel the pressure. If
I have a tough phone call, I will prastice
beforehand.

“I know now it’s OK to be afraid but I
don’t let it hold me back any more. For
years my stammer was the last thing I
thought about when I went to bed and the
first thing I thought about in the
morning

“Now I’m always on the phone! I’ve
done radio interviews and given lots of
talks and presentations.

“I make a point of always answering
the phone by saying my name, even it’s
just my nine-year-old boy Toby ringing
me.

“It’s the little things I enjoy the most,
like being able to ring up a Chinese
takeaway and order a meal, or tell my
wife I’ve rung the bank and sorted
something out.”

(To find out more about the
McGuire Programme call the
regional organiser Iain Mutch on
0191 4139100.

WEBLINK:
www.mcguireprogramme.com

THE non-profit making McGuire
Programme has now helped
thousands of stammerers all
over the world, with a success
rate close to 80 per cent.

Pop Idol runner-up Gareth
Gates (pictured) is the
programme’s most famous
graduate. He is a now an
authorised trainer and helps
other people to overcome their
stammers.

The courses are run and
taught by graduates from the
programme and there is an

ongoing lifelong support
system. The next McGuire
Programme course is in
Coventry on Wednesday, June
11.

Souvenir Press has just
published a book on the
McGuire technique called
Beyond Stammering: The
McGuire Programme for Getting
Good at the Sport of Speaking.

Stuttering and stammering are
the same thing. The dictionary
definition of stammering is to
speak in such a way that the

rhythm is interrupted by
repetitions, blocks or spasms, or
prolongations of sounds or
syllables.

Five per cent of children
stammer and it can lead to
bullying and under performance
at school.

In adulthood, it can impede a
career, hinder relationships and
cause a crippling lack of
confidence. Around 459,000
adults in Britain are afflicted.
Almost four times as many men
stammer than women.

TV weathergirl Sian Lloyd seems
to be enjoying the recent
changes in her love-life and she
has a new hair-do to match.

But, says Brian, be wary of
opting for a new look with each
lifestyle shift.

“I think Sian is going through a
bit of a midlife crisis where her
hair is concerned.

“The colour she has at the
moment is much too pale and
this is far too long for her.

“A shorter, jaw-length cut,
perhaps with some soft shaping
would be good for her.

“And some beiges, light
browns and buttery blonde
shades would be much more
flattering for her skin tone.”

Swansea hair stylist
BRIAN BROWN
casts his expert eye
over
celebs’
locks
and their
hair hits
and
misses.

BRIAN BROWN untangles your
hair dilemmas, with some advice
for a bridesmaid now that wedding
season is approaching.

Q I’M going to be a bridesmaid and I’m really pleased
about it, but the bride wants me to grow my crop
out. It’s not going to happen. How can I make my

short cut pretty and girly to keep her happy?

A Short hair can also look feminine. To keep the bride
happy you could grow your top layers down so that
you would be able to dress your hair up with pretty

hair bands, flowers or clips.

Q I know everybody’s crazy about the bob, but I want
something different, what’s going to be the next
big thing for mid-length hair?

A I would go for some layering. This will change the
look of the bob, but it will keep the length too. This
style is great because you can create different

looks with it. For example, you could apply some styling
mousse and scrunch dry your hair for a loose curl look.
Even using velcro rollers and diffusing for five minutes
will change your look.

Q I believe in growing old gracefully, but the greyer I
go, the coarser my hair becomes. What can I do to
soften my hair?

A Grey hair generally isn’t coarse, though it might
appear coarse because it is drier. A good way to
maintain a softer feel is to use a weekly intensive

treatment like Tigi Bedhead Peppermint Treat Me Right,
plus a re-moisturising shampoo and conditioner daily.
To finish use serums like Tigi Bedhead Girls Toys for a
sleek feel.

GOOD LOOK? Brain says
weathergirl Sian’s hair is far too
long for her.

I found every day
exhausting because I
was under such an
enormous pressure
to hide my stammer.

“

Speech programme means help is at hand

This week we can’t
do without . . .

Barry M Dazzle Dust,
£4.50, Superdrug,
Aberafan Centre, Port
Talbot.
This loose shadow is so
easy to apply and will
add sparkle and shine to
your look. There are 64
spectacular rainbow
shades to choose from
too, so one to match
every outfit.

Kistna Spray, £12, The
Body Shop, Swansea.
A fresh, contemporary
green fragrance for men
with nature-inspired
notes of basil and birch.
Named after an Indian
river, this aromatic
fragrance will leave you
wide-awake and raring
to go.

Fudge Defrizz Natural, £8.95, Boots,
Parc Morfa, Swansea.
This lightweight shine serum is manna
from heaven for unruly hair and comes
in a metered pump delivery.

17 Instant Glow Shimmer
Dust, £4.49, Boots, Parc
Fforestfach, Swansea.
Now that the sun is out and
about, give your winter skin
a summer glow with this
fuss-free shimmer dust.

Blister Plasters, £3.89, Boots, Parc
Fforestfach, Swansea and Aberafan
shopping centre.
Keep some
of these in
your
handbag for
when
unaccustomed
summer
sandals rub
your feet.
They’ll
cushion the
sore and
prevent it
from
becoming
infected too.

A CAMPAIGN to recruit more foster carers is
being launched in Swansea today.

There is a great shortage of foster carers in the
city, with around 350 children who need someone
to care for them on a temporary basis.

The Foster Swansea Team will be giving out
information packs at the following venues:
uTuesday — The LC
uFriday — Tesco in Fforestfach
uSaturday — Swansea Civic Centre
uFriday, May 23 — Asda in Llansamlet

(To find out more about fostering, call
Foster Swansea on 01792 522900 or log on to
www.fosterswansea.org

Foster carers drive

TAKING CONTROL Teacher Kevin Phelps has cured himself of stammering using the McGuire technique.

Halo Wipes, 99p, Asda,
Morriston and Llanelli.

Why take bulky bottles on
holiday when you can

pack these instead?
The handy range

includes eye
make-up remover,

refreshing
facial wipes,

hand
wipes,
self tan,

deodorant
and after-sun.

Get BACK to health!
No surgery! - No drugs!

Do you experience back pain, neck pain, headaches,
hand or foot numbness, or pain in your shoulder,

elbows, wrists, hip, knee or ankles?

Did you know that Chiropractic care is showing to have
great success with these and similar related conditions?

Put simply - a healthy spine means a healthyYOU!

Are you committed enough to make your
health a priority?

To find out how healthy your spine is call now
for an appointment.

Not sure if Chiropractic can help you?

Call Now for FREE advice.

Remember to get your loved ones checked too!

01792 458 455
Bay Chiropractic Clinic

121 Walter Road, Swansea.
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TOE NAIL CUTTING

INGROWING TOE
NAILS

CORNS AND
CALLUSES

CRACKED HEELS

DRY SKIN

VERRUCAE

F O O T H E A L T H

P R A C T I T I O N E R

F O R A H O M E V I S I T T E L E P H O N E

07505 129048

M C F H P M A F H P

STOP SMOKING
Deal with Fears, phobia etc with

hypnotherapy @ Wholly Well
01792 897059 / 07712 330006


