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———————- 
Welcome to the third issue  

of Finding Our Voices 

 

Well, it’s that time again already! Before I started 
the magazine I never realised how quickly three 

months could go by. 

 
Now that we’re well into the year we find out how 
you’re doing with your New Year’s resolutions, if 

you’ve made any, and if you think they are help-
ful on page 18. 

 

What’s been happening in the last few months 

since the last issue? There’s been a few TV pro-
grammes and radio interviews about selective 

mutism which we find out about on page 6. Dr 

Aimee Kortbra, who wrote about the Selective 
Mutism Group in the second issue, tells us about 
her new book on SM on the opposite page. 
 
As you may have heard there’s a new Finding Our 
Voices logo coming soon! The idea was to have a 
megaphone, but unfortunately I discovered that 
I’m not the best at drawing mega-
phones. So I started playing around 
on the computer with different lines 
and shapes and came up with the 
logo from there, based on the gen-
eral shape of a megaphone.  
 
The magazine is still all very new but the interest 

in it is slowly growing with more people following 

the blog online and emailing in with their com-
ments, both about the magazine and selective 
mutism. It’s good to hear from others who have/

had SM; to hear your experiences, challenges and 

triumphs. It’s a long journey but we can get 
through it so keep going, and keep positive.  

Finding Our Voices magazine 

 

Email: contact@findingourvoices.co.uk 

Website: www.findingourvoices.co.uk 

Twitter: @SMSupportMag 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Courage doesn’t always roar. 
Sometimes courage is the quiet voice at the end of the 

day saying, “I will try again tomorrow.” 
-Mary Anne Radmacher 
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A Parent’s View 
By Allison Carter 

 

When my son Anthony* was five years old, he suddenly stopped talking. He was never a very talka-
tive child, being very shy and quiet, but from then on he wouldn't talk to anybody at his nursery 
and especially to adults. However, he did talk when he was at home, and with his other siblings. 
  
At first I thought it was just a passing phase: there had been several changes in our lives at the 
time. First we moved house. Previously we were living in a flat which was close to my husband's 
family, and consequently the children always had the company of their older cousins which my son 
seemed to like.  
  
When we moved house my daughter, to whom Anthony was very close to, started junior school. It 
was the first time they had been separated as they went to nursery school together. As I was work-

ing at the time, I put my son in a local nursery. Sadly he did not fit in at his new school - he told me he didn't like the teacher because she 
shouted too much, and he also found it difficult to make new friends with the other children. He was also missing his sister. 
  
I did try moving him to another nursery, but by then the damage had been done - Anthony would not speak to anyone and I worried how he 
would cope when he started junior school. 
  
When he started school, the teacher picked up almost immediately that my son did not reply when asked a question. After some consulta-
tions we were offered the services of a speech therapist at school. I worried that this would set him apart from the other children at school 
and felt terribly guilty, because maybe we could have prevented this. I will admit that sometimes I got a bit annoyed with him and tried to 
get him to speak, but to no avail. I never punished him for this though, and always tried to support him even though I didn't know then what 
selective mutism was. 
  
My son was assessed to ensure he didn't have any mental disability, which I knew he hadn't, and I also had to go and answer some ques-
tions, I think to ensure that the problem wasn't from home. I stressed to them that Anthony spoke normally at home and that it was at 
school that he had the problem. 
  
Over time he did make new friends, as he was not a loner and liked the company of other children. Eventually he did start to talk with other 
children, although not much with adults. He did not find it easy to make new friends, and preferred to keep with children he knew. 
  
On our part we tried to encourage him to become more extrovert, by taking him swimming lessons, letting him join groups such as the 
scouts and sending him camping in the summer. I think this helped him as it gave him more confidence in himself.  
  
Today my son is eighteen years old. He is sociable and enjoys going out with his friends, even though he will never be the life and soul of the 
party. He did well in his final exams in school and received a placement at university. However I will always feel that I was responsible some-
how and that I could have done more to avoid this situation from arising. 

———————— 

Parents and family members may feel as if they are responsible but often there is no known cause for selective mutism. 

Whether it is genetic predisposition, an event or incident that caused anxiety or just simply a fear of speaking, the family 

need support as much as those with SM do. If you are feeling alone, there are many others out there feeling exactly the same 

way. Try contacting a selective mutism organisation near you for help and advice or find a support group on the internet for a 

general chat. There are also many informative books on selective mutism which can be a great help. Last issue we looked at 

a few of them and below is another one which Dr. Aimee Kotrba tells us a bit more about. 

———————— 

 
 
 
Selective Mutism: A Guide for Therapists, Educators, and Parents provides an effective, research-
based behavioural intervention plan for the successful treatment of selective mutism. Based on 
years of clinical experience and expertise, author Dr. Aimee Kotrba provides not only assessment 
and treatment information, but also case examples, easy-to-implement workbook sheets, and 
informative handouts. 
 
Dr. Kotrba is an advocate of team treatment - parents, schools, and mental health professionals 
working together to intervene with selective mutism - and this book provides intervention strate-
gies for all team members, as well as a comprehensive treatment plan that can be individualised 
to any child. The techniques included emphasize a gradual, stepwise approach to increased 
speech, as well as fun and engaging activities that can be used at each step of treatment. Tips for 
engaging and motivating children and teens are included to improve treatment outcomes.  
 

http://www.amazon.com/Selective-Mutism-Assessment-Intervention-Therapists/dp/1559570067/

ref=sr_1_1_twi_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1417811778&sr=8-1&keywords=kotrba  
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Supporting SM 
 

There are many invaluable groups and charities out there supporting those with selective mutism. 
This issue we find out more about the Selective Mutism Foundation from the Co-founders Sue and 

Carolyn, and Diane the Treasurer 

For those who are not aware, what is the SMF and what do 

you do? 

Sue: The SMF, we believe, was the first organisation to bring the 
disorder into the limelight. We corrected the myths and introduced 
the symptoms and behaviors of anxiety, fear, and embarrassment 
of speaking to be the underlying causes. We provided hundreds of 
participants for legitimately published research studies and helped 
to prevent isolation. Through these efforts we continue to prove 
that SM is not defiant behavior or speech impairment. We focus on 
educating the public, particularly in educational establishments so 
that children/adolescents experiencing SM can be provided with 
appropriate early interventions to prevent embedment of SM and 
bullying. We also assist adults who live with residues of SM such as 
social anxiety and difficulty with job performance. We enjoy great 
satisfaction when we are contacted by adults who express being 
grateful for a name for their symptoms. 

 

How would you describe the SMF in 5 words? 

Sue: Pioneers of selective mutism, advocates. 

 

How has SM affected you personally? 

Sue: I had mild SM as a child and still remember the paralyzing fear 
of a teacher calling on me in class to answer a question. My daugh-
ters struggled with SM for years and they were my driving force to 
pioneer the SMF, Inc. along with Carolyn. 

 

What has helped the most in dealing with SM? 

Diane: The strategy that most helped my son was to let him choose 
one child in the class that he wanted to speak to. He was in the fifth 
grade and had just left another school where he had been bullied 
unmercifully the year before. The school he attended was a small 
private school with about 25 in the class. The school graciously let 
us use the library after school to play games. So he chose one boy, 
and we began playing Monopoly after school. My son would talk 
freely to me even with other children around with whom he was 
mute. We started in early September and it took until Christmas 
break for him to talk to the first boy. Once he could talk some in the 
game sessions to the other boy, I added another boy until Eddie 
was comfortable with him. I continued to add children, one at a 
time, until all of the children who stayed for aftercare were included 
in the sessions. Also, I added more games as the number of chil-
dren increased. I also invited children to our home on weekends. 
Progress became faster as went along. By the end of the year Eddie 
was talking to almost all of the class. I went almost everyday after 
school for almost the entire year. I look back and am very grateful I 
invested the time in this. It definitely made a huge difference in his 
future! 

 

SMF were instrumental in changing the name from elective 

mutism to SM. Some say the word ‘selective’ still suggests 

that the sufferer is choosing not to speak; do you believe a 

further name change could benefit? 

Sue: I would agree that the term still suggests deliberate withhold-
ing of speech. It does at least suggest that there is “selective” 
speech rather than “elective” which leads one to believe that there 
is no speech at all. The term was changed in 1994 when revisions 
were being made for the DSM IV. At the time we wanted EM to be 
renamed something like “involuntary SM”. However at the time 
there were only published single case studies that suggested other-
wise.  Due to the lack of published research the disorder was re-
named SM to at least reflect that there is some speech. Unfortu-
nately, there is still minimal research on SM and I hope that addi-
tional research will bring about a more appropriate name in the 
future. If you look at a graph of SM in all of the DSM’s that I con-
structed on our web site: www.selectivemutismfoundation.org  you 
will find extraordinary progress in the diagnostic criteria! 

 

The media (especially TV programmes) have greatly helped 

in raising awareness of SM. SMF started with just two of 

you; how did the organisation cope with the flood of re-

sponses from people after those TV programmes aired? Did 

you get others volunteering their time to help with the 

cause? 

Carolyn: After one of the television episodes aired I received ap-
proximately 1,500 letters from parents, teachers, counselors, and 
therapists seeking information on the disorder. It was shocking to 
discover that so many kids had this rare disorder. Also, it was very 
overwhelming to receive such a large amount of mail in such a short 
period of time. Several friends volunteered to meet one evening to 
help stuff envelopes to mail out info on SM, which greatly helped. 

 

SMF started after phone calls between Sue and Carolyn with 

no actual face to face meeting. When you first made those 

phone calls did you think that you would both help so many 

people and make such an impact with helping get SM more 

recognised? 

Carolyn:  In the very beginning we felt very isolated as we thought 
we were the only parents with kids with this disorder. We had no 
idea there were others who were experiencing the same. It was so 
wonderful to find another parent (Sue) to share our stories/
heartaches and success with each other in dealing with this rare 
disorder. It was great that our kids had each other for support and 
encouragement. As the foundation developed we discovered that 
there were thousands of children worldwide who were selective 
mute. Realising such a great need to get info into the hands of par-
ents and professionals treating children with SM, but most of all for 
research and treatment strategies.  

 

Sue and Carolyn, you both have grown children with selec-

tive mutism. How have they got on living with the disorder? 

Carolyn: My children have grown into very mature, successful, inde-
pendent adults. They both graduated college with a 4-year degree 
and are very productive citizens. One daughter has a BS in Family 
and Child Development and is a social worker. She is a case man-
ager for foster care children, working with foster parents and 
schools, ensuring the children are successful in both environments.  
She has also married and is mother to a toddler.   

The other daughter holds two degrees. She also has a BS in Family 
and Child Development and an associate degree in nursing. She 
worked several years in children’s homes. Teaching teenagers 
through counseling and nurturing everyday home skills and prepar-
ing them for adulthood through job training readiness. She currently 
works as a registered nurse in a hospital setting working in the in-
tensive care unit caring for patients who have had open-heart sur-
geries.  

SMF Website:  http://www.selectivemutismfoundation.org/ 

 

Donate:  http://www.selectivemutismfoundation.org/web-mall 

A brief history on the naming of selective mutism: 

• In 1877 selective mutism was originally called asphasia voluntaria 

by Adolf Kussmaul, a Germain physician, after he found children 
who were not talking in certain situations.  

• In 1934 an English physician called Moritz Tramer coined the term 

elective mutism. 

• In 1994 the name was changed to selective mutism in the DSM IV 

to signify that people with SM can only speak in ‘select’ situations. 
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Technology - a Help or a Hindrance? 
 

Social media; it seems to be the norm nowadays. If someone was to say that they weren’t on Facebook, Twitter or 

Instagram, would you find it a little strange? If the answer to that is yes, perhaps is says more about you than it 

does the person who is shying away from it.  

For many people with SM, technology is a 
life saver. It enables you to reach out to 
people you may not have had the courage to 
talk to face to face. It can help you get to 
know people and to feel included when, 
socially in your life, you feel excluded. And it 
can help you communicate with those 
around you when you are not able to do so 
vocally. But are we using technology too 
much to hide behind, making it harder for 
ourselves in the long term? 
 
First, lets look at the plus sides of technol-
ogy. There have been some incredible ad-
vancements over the years, one of which 
includes the eyegaze technology. This allows 
people with disabilities, such as those with 
cerebral palsy or those who have suffered 
strokes and have limited muscle movement 
control, to interact with  people around 
them. Someone who has had a stroke, for 
example, may have difficulty being able to 
speak clearly but with the eyegaze technol-
ogy they can use their eye movements to 
control an on-screen keyboard which will 
speak for them. The technology can also be 
used to play games controlled by using just 
the eyes; children with cerebral palsy who 
often have difficulty using standard games 
controls because of muscle movements can 
now play against their friends and family. 
Imagine how uplifting that must feel, finally 
being integrated into such a normal activity, 
to feel included like everyone should be 
entitled to? 
 
Another thing that everyone should be enti-
tled to is the ability to communicate. Unfor-
tunately, as you may know too well, this is 
not always the case. However, with instant 
messaging, email, text and social media, 
there are numerous channels that can be 
used to communicate non-verbally for peo-
ple who have selective mutism. There are 
also some phone apps (see box opposite) 
that could help with communication when 
out and about; placing your order at a res-
taurant or asking for something at a shop, 
for example. Having a fall-back like one of 
these apps can enable you to feel braver 
when going out, knowing that even if you 
find yourself unable to speak you can still 
get by. It’s common knowledge that feeling 
comfortable in your surroundings can often 
lead to talking. 
 
Although you may not be able to speak to 
people face to face, writing (or typing) to 
them from your own home can feel much 
less pressurised. By communicating this way, 
others can get to know you a little better, 
get to know your personality and strengths. 
People may start including you more when 
you are with them as you are no longer a 
stranger to them. You may start to feel more 
confident around those you can talk to 
online and can use it as a ‘bridge’ to face-to-
face communication.   
 

However, one of the main downsides of 
communicating through technology, be it 
by email, instant messaging or texting, is 
that you do not see the body language of 
the other person. According to research*  
body language accounts for 55% of our 
communication whether we are aware of it 
or not. A sincere message you send after 
opening up and being honest could be 
brushed off as a joke by someone who is 
not able to see how upset you are at not 
being taken seriously. Something sent as a 
joke could be taken offensively by the other 
person who cannot hear the harmless tone 
in your voice. Some people can come 
across on the internet as a little blunt but in 
’real life’ they are the kindest people and 
perhaps we need to remember that before 
we think too much into what people say 
online. Often it is our own interpretations 
and reading between the lines that are 
making us feel a certain way and if we can 
catch that and minimise our own judge-
ments on what people write then that will 
go a long way to keeping the harmony 
online.  
 
Another point on what people say online is 
trolling. Trolling is where people, often 
anonymously, write hateful things about 
others. Much like bullying except you can’t 
walk away from them because it’s there 
every time you log on or look at your 
phone. Most social media sites have a facil-
ity allowing you to block someone you feel 
is harassing you or a report button to alert 
the site.  
 
Why do some people troll and write things 
that they would likely never even think of 
saying to people in real life? It could be 
because of the perceived feeling of control, 
the anonymity of the internet making them 
feel like they won’t be caught or lack of self 
confidence. Either 
way, there are peo-
ple who use technol-
ogy and social media 
negatively which can 
ruin it for others. 
 
Even if you are using 
technology in a posi-
tive way, if you com-
municate online 
more than you do 
offline, can it make 
you ‘forget’ how to 

communicate effectively face to face? It’s a 
skill but skills can be learnt and improved on.  
 
 Being authentic and truthful is more difficult 
online when people can’t see your body lan-
guage; it’s far too easy to say you’re fine 
when you’re not and then to feel alone when 
no one picks up on the lie. 
 
As for engaging in real-life, it’s not all about 
verbal communication; a lot of it comes down 
to our body language. If we are unable to 
communicate verbally there are still many 
other options which don’t involve hiding away 
on the internet. Perhaps you could write 
notes, play games, get involved in activities 
or crafts. The more you do something the 
more fixed and natural it will start to feel. 
 
If we spend too much of our time communi-
cating online we can become engrossed in it 
and forget about those around us who can 
also help. Friends, family, neighbours, col-
leagues, the list goes on. There are people 
who care about us and spending time with 
them (even if you are not able to speak) is 
worth so much more than you can imagine. 
So, by all means, chat away online but please 
don’t forget about the people on the other 
side of the wall. Yes, we may struggle off-line 
but isn’t it time we were a little brave and 
gave it a go? 
 
 
 
 
—- 
*Mehrabian, A. (1971). Silent messages, 

Wadsworth, California: Belmont  

Mehrabian noted that when talking about feelings or 

attitudes, information received from communication 

was: 7% from words or literal meaning, 38% from 

the tone of voice used and 55% from body lan-

guage. 

 
Where to go for help for online bullying: 
 http://www.bullying.co.uk/cyberbullying/ 

http://www.deletecyberbullying.org/what-to-do-if-youre-a-victim/ 

 

Online addiction: 
http://www.helpguide.org/articles/addiction/internet-and-computer-addiction.htm 

http://www.addictionrecov.org/Addictions/index.aspx?AID=43 

 

 

Helpful apps for selective mutism  
Some of these are free and others may provide a free 

trial - check with the app provider 

Apple Android Windows 

Unity Core Lite 

Proloquo2go 

Pictello 

Text-to-speech  

Speech Assistant 

YouTalk AAC  

Talk Now  

E-triloquist 

Talk with me 

Voice Memos 

SignLanguage 

Just for fun: Can you read facial expressions? 
http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/ei_quiz/ 

http://www.youramazingbrain.org.uk/testyourself/# 
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SM Awareness 

 

There’s been some great publicity on selective mutism in the UK these last few 
months. It’s had a small slot on the Inside Out programmes (East Midlands and 
South) featuring Lindsay from SMIRA along with a few other brave parents and 
their children. Inside Out is a weekly programme showing real life stories and in-
vestigations to the general public and it’s good news that selective mutism is slowly 
becoming more talked about in the mainstream media.  

 

In the next issue we look more closely at selective mutism in films and television 
(programmes such as The Big Bang Theory) and how they portray selection mu-
tism. Have you seen any instances of SM shown on TV? Please let us know. 

 

In February BBC Radio 4 also had a feature on SM where there was a 
whole half hour on the subject. Comedian Helen Keen openly and hon-
estly talked about her experience with SM and caught up with parents 
and adults who have also been affected by the disorder.  

 

A lot of research went into the show with input from SMIRA and    
iSpeak. It makes such a difference when someone with SM is involved 
in the making of a programme like this (how refreshing not to hear the 
words “won’t talk”) and it was very considerately done. I could relate 
when Helen was talking about the first time she could speak freely, 
saying “it was intoxicating to feel so normal and like everyone else”. 

 

BBC Radio 4:  

 http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b051s0fm 

 

Helen Keen:  

http://www.helenkeen.com/bio.html 

 

This programme will also be going out on the BBC World Service on 9th 
March, I will update as soon as possible when there are more details. 

 

In March 2015, SMIRA (Selective Mutism Information & Research As-
sociation) have their annual conference in Leicester, UK. It will include 
talks by various professionals and parents, including those from 
SMIRA, as well as a discussion session.  

 

I’ll be attending the conference this year and it will be the first time I 
have met other people with selective mutism. It’s going to be a 
strange feeling being around so many others who have gone through 
the same struggles as I have and I’ll be writing about my experience 
for the next issue of the magazine. 

 

 

SMIRA Website:  

http://smira.org.uk/ 

SMIRA Facebook Group: 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/SMIRASelectiveMutism/?ref=br_tf 

 

 

Have you been to a selective mutism conference and how has it 

helped you personally? It would be great to hear from you, email in: 

contact@findingourvoices.co.uk 
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Your SM Experience 
By Jennifer Arscott  

 
I’m 37. A couple of weeks ago I was diagnosed with social anxiety. This 
was not a surprise to me, and I believe this is a result of undiagnosed 
selective mutism as a child. How do I know this was what I had? Well, it 
became clear to me after watching a television programme around 2006. 
 
At the time, I was living on my own in a flat in London, and worked in an 
open-plan office. Something I had never thought would be achievable for 
someone as ‘shy’ as me. But I’d got there after studying a biochemistry 
degree in Edinburgh, and applying for a job that did not involve working 
in a laboratory. Sat in my flat one evening, my mum phoned and asked if 
I was watching the programme. Her best friend had called her and said 
that there was a little girl on TV, “just like Jenny was”. I switched it on, 
and the next 40 minutes were an emotional roller-coaster. It all became 
clear and heart-wrenchingly so. I related to the little girl on it and felt her 
pain. One particular scene remains etched in my head where the psy-
chologist went into the girl’s home and sat beside her on the sofa (a fa-
miliar and comfortable environment - I could see what they were getting 
at). The aim was to try to explain to the little girl why she felt the way she 
did when in a situation or place where she felt she could not talk. The 
documentary showed the session on the sofa in a positive light - demon-
strating what could be gained from such an exercise. However, I concen-
trated on that little girls face - it started well, and I could see the eager-
ness that she wanted someone to finally understand. But, alas, if you 
watched closely, her eyes glazed over, and her body language subtly 
changed, to show the frustration that was going on in her head, with yet 
another misunderstanding.  

My emotional memories were on over-drive. 
Everything flooded back. The softly, softly, 
child-like way that adults would speak to you to 
encourage you to talk. The little tricks they 
would try to get you to speak. My teachers at 
school had many different methods - the pri-
mary one, I was forced into finally reading a 
book, after being scared into it with a threaten 
of being taken to the headmaster if I didn’t 
speak. Three-quarters of the way into that first 
year of school I finally spoke to the teacher, but it was detrimental going 
forward as I developed a fear, which has carried onto my adult life, of 
people in authoritative positions. I, apparently, nearly drove her to retire-
ment, and I guess she was pleased her actions got me to talk, even if it 
was submissively.  
 
And so it went on - dance teachers, piano teachers, high school, and even 
university. Presentations! No way could I do those. I was penalised by 
losing marks for not presenting my project as part of my degree, resulting 
in me becoming a borderline 2:1, 2:2 for my honours year. How did they 
decide with borderline cases? With an oral exam, of course! I turned up, 
got a pep talk from my lecturer before going in, and they could have 
asked me my name and I would not have been able to answer. I was 
awarded a 2:2, and some more anxiety into the deal.  
 
Going back to the programme with the little girl (there was a boy in it too, 
but I didn’t relate to him as much - it was the girl who tugged my heart-
strings). Another approach they used was the “sliding-in” method. Ok, this 
has proven effective in some cases. And I can understand how this may 
work. But initially, they tried it at the girl’s school. Her mum went to the 
school, and I presume they took her out of class for a while. I am sure 
highlighting to the child that her not speaking was a problem and some-
thing which made her different from her classmates, was not going to end 
up with a positive result. The programme ended, and I was in tears. I 
vowed to try and make a difference to other little people’s selective mu-
tism experiences.  
 
 
 
 
Eight years on, and I finally feel ready to do so. I think the problem is still 
that the disorder is not fully understood. It is a hard one with so many 
variants. I think I related to the girl in the documentary as she was de-
scribed to be a live wire at home with her family, which was exactly like 
me. I know I brought energy and excitement into our house. I was very 
buzzy; a chatterbox, and this made it even harder to have the anxiety of 
speaking out in certain situations. The heart beating faster, sweatiness, 

and shaking of the head in class while the teacher went around asking 
questions was always a result of dread. 
 
 
I know things have improved since I was at school, and even university. I 
cannot be sure, but I would like to think students are not penalised for 
something over which they have no real control. As a SM sufferer, I guess 
my message to all the amazing psychologists out there who work so hard 
to help, and to friends and families who are trying to understand their 
little loved one’s needs, can only be a personal one. If I was diagnosed 
when I was younger things could have been much different, but l am 
proud of what I have achieved despite still having social anxiety, and so 
there should never be panic when trying to ‘fix’ or ‘cure’ a child’s irrational 
worry.  

Here’s what I believe would have helped me: 
 
Be aware that a sufferer may be very intelligent: I could read before I 
went to school. When my primary teacher asked me to read, I would read 
in my head (nobody had said it had to be out loud). I was beyond my 
years with learning. Imagine how confusing it may feel to a child who 
thinks in an adult voice, being spoken to by an adult putting on a voice 
deemed for children! I never knew how to respond to adults when they 
spoke to me in that way. I remained mute because of it.  
 

The mental is more important than the physical: in the 
documentary, the psychologist on the sofa had describe 
the physical symptoms to the little girl - the tight throat 
she may feel when she was expected to talk. To me, the 
physical was there, but it was the mental I was worried 
about. To feel like running away from a situation, is OK. 
To feel like you want to cry, is OK. To get angry or frus-
trated at yourself, is OK. This is flight or fight, and relates 
to all anxiety disorders. If this had been explained to me, 
I’d have felt better.  
 
Emotional memories: This is something to be very wary of 
when addressing a young sufferer. Memories are power-
ful. Emotional ones, more powerful than the pictures we 
take in our heads. I hadn’t realised how strong these 

memories are until I went to hypnotherapy to help with speaking out in 
meetings at work. I was regressed back to playgroup, and the emotional 
memory I experienced made me sob. The same emotional memory I had 
when watching the documentary. The emotions I felt when being threat-
ened of being dragged to the headmaster’s office when I wouldn’t talk, of 
being taken aside by my chemistry and ballet teacher on separate occa-
sions and asked why I would not talk to them, or being called ‘sourface’ 
by other children at school due to my lack of facial expressions - not 
wanting to draw attention to myself; but not realising by doing so I stood 
out more. Think twice before taking a child aside and talking to them. It 
may be more harmful.  

 
 
 
 
 

No praise. Had I been praised for speaking at home, I’d have spoken less. 
It was my rules as to when I would/could/should speak and I got angry 
when I was made to feel I should speak, or was congratulated for being a 
‘good girl’ when I spoke. It’s very tricky, but the best approach, which 
would have  worked for me, and I believe for many others, is to ignore 
when you hear your child, pupil or student chatting away to others. If 
they ask you a question, I suggest you answer as if this is just another of 
many previous questions they have asked, and respond with a smile on 
your face, as this child has now decided THEY want to speak to YOU. 
 
 I could go on and on. There are so many things I could share, and will 
share in my blog which I find self-therapeutic. I hope people read it. SM 
has definitely shaped who I am today, and I hope by describing my ex-
periences, it might help someone somewhere with theirs. 

You can read Jennifer’s blog here: peoplereadanyway.wordpress.com 

 

Help Me To Speak was a TV documentary shown in the UK in 2006 on 

Channel 4. You can find it on YouTube:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gn3CIGSsyK0 

“It all became clear and heart-wrenchingly so.” 

“I was forced into finally reading a book, after being 

scared into it with a threaten of being taken to the head-

master if I didn’t speak.” 

“If I was diagnosed when I was younger things could 

have been much different, but l am proud of what I 

have achieved despite still having social anxiety” 

To feel like running away from a situation, is OK. 

To feel like you want to cry, is OK. To get angry 

or frustrated at yourself, is OK.  

“The programme ended, and I was in tears. I vowed to try and make 

a difference to other little people’s selective mutism experiences.” 
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How to Survive Your Driving Test  
(even if you fail) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I don't remember much about what happened when I failed my driving test for the third time apart from the feeling of despair. I didn't 
want to do it any more, I couldn't do it any more. It was much easier just to give up trying and admit that I was never going to be nor-
mal and be able to do normal things that normal people seem to do so easily.  
 
Luckily, I had parents who like to nag and wouldn't let me give up. After sulking for a while, burying my head in the sand and pretending 
it didn’t matter, I'd had enough and knew I needed to get it over and done with. I couldn’t face going back to the same driving instructor 
I had failed the three tests with before so I found a new one and started my lessons again. Previously I'd gone with a woman instructor 
because I thought that I would feel more comfortable but I discovered that my second instructor (a man) was a lot better at making me 
feel relaxed. He treated me as an equal, gave me advice and when it came to doing my fourth driving test he didn’t wish me good luck; 
“because I don’t think you needed it”.  
 
My fourth driving test is a bit of a blur too. I remember my driving instructor had put the radio on in the car while we were driving to the 
test centre and that helped me feel a little more relaxed, I pretended we were just on a normal driving lesson. When we got to the test 
centre there was a bit of a wait before the test examiner came over and introduced himself, and then off we went. It started alright but I 
could feel myself getting more anxious as the time went on. Had I done anything wrong? What was he writing down on his notepad? At 
one point we were stopped at a set of red traffic lights to turn right. Suddenly I noticed cars to the left of me starting to drive off and I 
panicked, instinctively going to drive off myself and then stopping again. Looking at the red light right in front of me I blurted out "Is the 
light still red?" After years of not talking, of silently thinking of clever things to say, and that's all I can come up with. Is the red light still 
red? I felt ridiculous, I could feel the tears building up. The examiner didn’t blink an eyelid (he’d obviously seen much worse before) and 
said calmly “Just do as you normally would”. I could feel myself shaking and was worried that I was going to make an idiot out of myself 
by crying in front of the test instructor. Thoughts floated through my mind of the advice my instructor had given me; if you make a mis-

take, admit it and then carry on. Don’t continually worry about it because then you’re more likely to make further mistakes as you’re not 

concentrating. So, I took a deep breath and tried to push my feelings away. The traffic light turned green and I moved forward, physi-
cally and metaphorically. What was going through my head was that I may have already failed but there’s no point in not trying.  
 
I carried on trying, driving and attempting to ignore everything going through my head, and I parked (in the bay, not going over the 
lines) back at the test centre at the end of the test. The examiner turned to me and said “I’m pleased to say that you’ve passed.” I didn’t 
believe him at first. I was in shock, I never thought anyone would say those words to me. I’d been trying to pass my driving test for so 
long that I hadn’t actually thought about that moment, perhaps because I hadn’t thought it would ever actually happen.  
 
My driving instructor drove us back and kept asking if I wanted to call my parents to let them know. I didn’t want to call in front of him 
and I couldn’t even pick up my phone to text them, it hadn’t really sunk in yet. I got dropped off at home and told my parents; my mum 
was happy she didn’t have to try and pretend to be positive anymore! Later that day I went to pick my brother up from school on my 
own, in my own car. It felt amazing; it gave me hope. 
 

 

Stay positive - don’t give up 

I know that’s a lot easier said than done 
and if it wasn’t for my parents I wouldn’t 
have carried on trying but it just goes to 
show that it does help to persevere. There 
has been someone, a 40 year old man, 
who didn’t pass his driving test until his 
39th attempt. Don’t give up and you will 
get there eventually (hopefully before the 
39th attempt!) 
 

Keep calm 
I had problems keeping calm on the driv-
ing test. When I was doing my lessons I 
could drive perfectly (most of the time, 
anyway!) but as soon as it came to the 
test I’d panic and make silly mistakes. If 
you have the same problem, you could try 
out different breathing techniques before 
you set off on the test.  
 

 

 

Change instructor 

If you’ve failed tests with the same in-
structor and don’t feel like you’re getting 
anywhere perhaps changing instructor 
could help you. Don’t feel like you’re 
entitled to stay with the same person if 
you don’t feel comfortable with them; 
the more relaxed you feel the more 
likely it is that you will get that pass.  
 

Practice if possible 

If you can’t have regular driving lessons 
with an instructor it may help to go out 
in someone else’s car to practice. In the 
UK (check your own country’s law if 
outside the UK) someone is able to take 
you out as long as they are over 21 and 
have had their driving licence for at least 
three years (don’t forget the learner 
stickers on the car).  
*http://www.helpingldrivers.com/private-

practice/the-law/ 

 

  

 

 

 

Advice 

People like to give advice (yes, me 
included) but you don’t have to listen to 
everyone, just do what works for you. I 
tried taking Kalms tablets (herbal sup-
plements) and they didn’t seem to have 
any effect for me, although they may 
work for other people. If you think 
something might work, try it if you want 
but don’t feel pressured. In the end, for 
me, it was a just few words of advice 
that helped me make it through.  
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Natural Remedies 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Many people have been given medication after going to their doctor or GP with symptoms of anxiety but is there a simpler, 

healthier way; something we can do ourselves to help us feel more relaxed? Natural remedies could be a great way to take con-

trol of anxiety but do we know enough about them? 

 
Archaeological studies have found medicinal plants from as many as 60,000 years ago. There have been writings and scriptures from 3,000 BC 
which indicate plants being used for medicine purposes and they have been used in many countries and cultures since up until and including the 
current day. 
 
Why do people use herbal remedies? They are often seen as a natural, safer route to healing without the side effects you may get from pre-
scribed medicine and drugs. But are herbal remedies as safe as they seem? Although they may be natural, it doesn’t necessarily mean they are 
harmless. Some herbal remedies can interfere with other drugs or medication, both prescribed and over the counter (including insulin and aspi-
rin), causing side effects so be cautious when trying something new and do your research. Certain herbal supplements may either increase or 
decrease a drug’s or medication’s effectiveness, making it either over-effective (for example, a drug that thins the blood too much) or too ineffec-
tive to work as it should. The advice is to check with your doctor or pharmacist if you are thinking about trying herbal remedies but are also tak-
ing other medication. 
 
There are many different forms of herbal medicines and remedies available and not all will interfere with other medication so they shouldn’t be 
shelved completely. Some supplements are edible, while others are herbs or plants that have been diluted into drinks such as herbal tea. There 
are essential oils used for relaxing fragrances or massaging oil. Specific herbs, such as lavender, passion flower and lemon balm, are thought to 
be particularly helpful for reducing anxiety.  
 
And it’s not just herbal remedies that could help reduce anxiety naturally, there are many other options to try. Exercise, yoga, breathing tech-
niques and being outside in the fresh air are just a few of the more simple ways of easing anxiety and getting those ‘happy chemicals’ flowing. 
We’ll be taking a closer look at herbal remedies and natural calming techniques in future issues of the magazine. For now, here’s just a few of 
them! 
 
 
More info: 

http://umm.edu/health/medical/altmed/treatment/herbal-medicine 

https://www.anxietyuk.org.uk/get-help/guide-to-herbal-medicine/ 

http://www.livescience.com/16975-herbal-supplements-stress-reduction.html 

http://www.nhs.uk/news/2012/10October/Pages/Hidden-dangers-of-mixing-herbal-remedies-with-medication.aspx 

Natural ways to improve our mood 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

  Exercise  

Yoga/Pilates 

Food 

Breathing &  
relaxation/meditation 

Animals 

Herbal tees 

Sunlight 

Nature 

Water 
Scent/Incense 

Massage 
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Each issue we look at a different piece of research relating to SM or anxiety. This issue it’s from 

Luvain Maximen who interviewed Julie on her journey with SM for the case study Learning 

From Experience 

school years which resulted in a considerable amount of absence. I 
remember being in the minority at school when I was one of only 
two children, out of three hundred, of colour. I felt immense empa-
thy towards her which caused a deep provocation of my emo-
tions. Merril & West (2009:20) point out that “…oral historians are 
inevitably caught in a transference situation in which the degree of 
empathy between people will be shaped by emotional residues from 
the past, including the past of the researcher.”  

During the interview I became very concerned about digging up 
unnecessary trauma that Julie may have experienced. I continued 
to pause the interview to ask Julie how she was feeling. Julie ex-
plained that she had totally recovered from the experience and the 
emotions connected to it. Reflecting on this, I was the emotional 
party.  

 

 

 

 

Julie expressed that deep down she knew how little control she had 
over whether she spoke or not. 

“The morning began, and I sat, working myself up towards trying to 
get some words of conversation out before my time ran out to 
prove I wasn’t bad. The more I tried, the worse it got.  It got to 
morning break time and I’d said a grand total of - zero words. I 
remember trying so hard to be positive and not give up - there was 
still the rest of the day to keep trying. But deep down I knew how 
little control I had over whether I spoke or not.” 

 

Julie went on to say how she began having panic attacks and be-
coming hysterical in class and sometimes refusing to go to 
school. As a consequence the teachers transferred her into a unit 
for emotionally disturbed children. The level of school work there 
was far too low for Julie’s academic ability, and left her under-
challenged and under-stimulated. This shows there is little under-
standing of SM. Even currently, parents have been instigating re-
search themselves to present to schools and teachers. I was 
amazed when Julie showed me the Selective Mutism Information 
and Research Association’s Facebook page which holds numerous 
leaflets and documents for parents who need to explain the disor-
der to professionals who have never heard of it. 

 

Julie spoke about what she did to relax after a day at her primary 
school. She loved the idea of playing “schools” and acting out typi-
cal school scenarios. 

“I had an inclination towards wanting to be a teacher at an early 
age, but contrasting it with the way I was at school, it seemed im-
possible. If I couldn’t speak, I didn’t know how I would ever stand 
up in a classroom and be a teacher. I sort of resigned myself to the 
fact it wouldn’t happen.” 

 

During her early adolescence, Julie started to gain growing aware-
ness of her issues surrounding social isolation. Whilst previously she 
had craved for people to leave her in isolation to escape the bully-
ing, things were now different. Clearly this can be seen as a motiva-
tional process at this stage of Julie’s social development, her inborn 
needs were met and the needs for belonging and love were surfac-
ing, still regarded by 
Maslow’s (1954) 
model as part of the 
lower order of needs. 

“Each afternoon after 
school I would have 
this in the back of 
my mind - the others 
were meeting up 
outside of school, 
going to each other’s 
houses, shopping 

Luvain starts the case study by explaining how, while the majority 
of stories have a subject (for example, a person or an event), they 
also demonstrate something about ourselves, ‘even if it is only our 
particular perspective on the situation’. She goes on to explain 
Abrams (2010:5) definition of ‘recovery history’ as “the practice of 
interviewing people to provide evidence… To uncover the hidden 
histories of individuals or groups who have gone unremarked upon 
in mainstream accounts”. 

 

Qualitative rather than Quantitative 

 

Although case studies with just one or two people may not offer 
any statistical information on selective mutism, they do give valu-
able insight into what it is like to have the disorder. A case study 
can go into more depth than other quantitative research methods 
such as surveys and you get a more personal account. Of course, it 
relies on the interviewee being open and honest with the inter-
viewer, which is why the fact that Julie and Luvain are friends 
works well and helps with this case study.  

 

The below are extracts of the case study by Luvain Maximen, the 
link to the full case study can be found on the next page.  

 

When Julie entered the educational system at the age of five she 
showed signs of Selective Mutism (SM) until her late teenage 
years.  Julie has lived with this disorder throughout her formative 
years, into puberty and early adult life. I asked Julie to explain her 
first experience of SM:  

“It started six weeks after I began school. My mum received a 
phone call from my teacher. “She hasn’t said one word in six 
weeks. Does she know how to talk? Do we need to arrange for her 
to see a specialist?” “Well she talks quite normally at home!” was 
my mum’s reply. I hated going to school - it used to make me feel 
sick and nervous, but I didn’t know how to explain it. I thought 
that’s how everyone feels, because I felt that way 24/7. I just told 
my mum I didn’t want to go, and she would say I had to go be-
cause it was the law. So when I went there I just stood separately 
and tuned out… Other children ran and played, laughed and 
shouted, interacted with each other. I just went to the side and 
stayed there like a fly on the wall.” 

 

 

 

 

 

To understand Julie’s level of motivation to learn, one could apply 
her life experiences to the bottom of Maslow’s (1954) five Hierar-
chy of Needs... Sometimes Julie returned home from school hungry 
when she forgot her dinner money and thirsty because the water 
fountain at school was only allowed by asking permission. It is not 
surprising that Julie’s emotional responses caused her to freeze as 
the human body is designed to induce the fight-or-flight mode for 
survival. Moreover, our response to fear triggers psychological and 
physical effects as a coping mechanism. 

 

Thirty years ago schools did not have early intervention services to 
reach children with disabilities or learning disorders. However, the 
school used a number of tests to understand why Julie was not 
speaking, e.g. hearing tests. She was excluded and marginalised 
with continued discriminatory attitudes towards her in every aspect 
of her educational life until the disorder was recognised. 

“The tests didn’t conclude anything – I had selective mutism and 
the disorder wasn’t even close to being heard of until around 18 
years later. This lack of expertise resulted in spending my school 
life being told there was something wrong with me and that I was 
wrong to behave like I did.” 

 

Julie experienced an intense amount of bullying throughout her 

“Other children ran and played, laughed and 

shouted, interacted with each other. I just went to 

the side and stayed there like a fly on the wall.” 

“This lack of expertise resulted in spending 

my school life being told there was some-

thing wrong with me and that I was wrong 

to behave like I did.” 
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defines emotion as the “on-off switch to learning”. Her research 
demonstrates that prior to sensory information reaching the cortex 
within the brain, the emotional tendency of the information is al-
ready established by the limbic system. 

 

She further extends the notion that if emotions interpret the infor-
mation as positive, a message of purpose and excitement directs 
our behaviour towards a goal. Hence Julie’s heightened and posi-
tive emotions experienced from dialogue and social interaction. 
Once the switching off of the fear emotion occurred, the possibility 
of becoming a teacher was a reality/personal goal.   

“…once something is in my heart, I am very determined. I started 
by volunteering in a writing class for adults with learning disabili-
ties as an assistant. I found adults with learning disabilities were 
less likely to comment on my personal attributes... I felt accepted 
by them. If I hadn’t have met this people group, I may not have 
the confidence I do now. This led me into care work too, with peo-
ple with learning disabilities and dementia. I also got a job as a 
learning support assistant at the local college, and gradually 
worked my way towards more challenging speaking situations.” 

 

 

 

 

 

Julie spoke about the college environment and expressed how the 
staff would still measure her based on her demeanour. This caused 
Julie frustration and upset for quite a few years, but Julie’s break-
through came when she was working for a training provider deliv-
ering apprenticeships, where she met a colleague named 
Anna. Julie confided in Anna that she was recovering from SM.  

“It was the small things, like she would always stick up for me. We 
used to have regional meetings where there would be a big hall full 
of staff. Anna would discreetly make sure she was nearby and 
helping me to feel relaxed. If I wrote something down or said it to 
her, she would make sure she shared the contributions I made so 
they were heard and acknowledged by everyone else. She would 
make sure the snacks on the tables included those I liked. That 
made me feel valued and cared about. In the same way as my 
adopted family had done, she accepted me unconditionally. She 
also saw the potential in me, and spent her time persuading others 
to allow me to pursue further qualifications. This resulted in me 
being allowed to do a new qualification, and part of this was taking 
a small group.  She encouraged me throughout and when I 
achieved it, she told me she was proud of me. Nobody had said 
that before – and it really meant a lot to me.” 

 

 

 

 

 

From having Anna as an advocate, who persuaded other profes-
sionals to allow Julie to progress; recognition and praise led Julie to 
intrinsic fulfilment.  From just existing in a world of fear which I 
interpret as ‘a prison without walls’ to becoming driven by the 
motivation to teach, Julie had a remarkable journey. 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you to Luvain and Julie for this case study, you can view the 

full case study here: 

 

http://selectivemutismstories.blogspot.co.uk/2014/11/learning-

from-experience.html 

 

 

 

etc. I couldn’t interact with anyone inside of school so there was 
no hope of me being able to interact with them outside of school, 
or even getting to the stage where they would want to invite me.” 

 

 

 

 

Although there was no diagnosis or support throughout her school 
years, Julie managed to leave school with good GCSE grades. Julie 
showed me her teacher’s comments from her final school report at 
age sixteen, ‘…she learns little about the art of communication and 
does not always return the good will that is offered’. I was sad-
dened by the fact that a disability was taken to be a character flaw 
and the undertone throughout her school life was that it was Julie’s 
fault. Despite this, Julie went to college and achieved ‘A’ levels. 

“I wanted to go to university, but the potential thought of living in 
a student room alone almost in solitary confinement was an awful 
thought. But there was no hope of gaining employment as a mute 
person so I had to make a courageous decision. I would have to 
live in a new place, knowing my only social contact would be visual 
when I saw people around me each day… no speaking with any-
one. I read the prospectus and saw that there was a college coun-
sellor that I could go to if things got that bad, and with that in 
mind, I made the decision to go.”  

 

From my perspective as an interviewer and Julie’s story so far, I 
felt compelled to mention a missing gap that must have taken 
place at some stage during Julie’s life prior to leaving home. Julie 
must have had to challenge many fears in order to go out into 
society at her own will. I cannot imagine how she was able to 
manage her anxiety. I absolutely regard her brave stance as being 
a means to survival or perhaps a step towards fulfilling her needs 
for self-esteem/regard. 

 

When Julie eventually took the challenge, she was adopted by a 
Christian family whom she met at church. As a lodger initially, 

“They just knew something must be really wrong because there 
was this silent, emotionally disturbed looking 19 year old who com-
municated in gestures and did not utter a single word apart from 
yes and no. I felt immediate peace being there - nobody to say, 
“you should talk”, and “you are quiet” like people always did. There 
was no pressure to talk - just normal, loving treatment and con-
stantly being told I was accepted. For the first time I was not put-
ting myself on a subconscious timer that if I hadn’t spoken by this 
amount of days they would give up on me and ask why I wasn’t 
talking.” 

 

I find it amazing how the simple act of love, patience and accep-
tance changed Julie’s view of her social surroundings and self-
esteem. Denzin’s (1989) term ‘epiphanies’ puts emphasis on the 
decisive moment of change taking place. He argues that epipha-
nies leave significant marks on people’s lives which manifests their 
personal character. To add, it is such moments that change the 
meaning and structure in a person’s life. In a similar vein, Maslow’s 
(1943) hierarchical levels depicted the lower levels which Julie had 
to satisfy before she could move on and progress towards self-
actualisation. In Julie’s case, once she had fulfilled one need she 
gained further motivation to fulfil the next and so on.  

 

She gained her first job in a 
garden centre, as an ad-
ministrator. It was good for 
Julie to be on her own in an 
office and only having to 
interact with people who 
passed by. It was a gentle 
start, however, Julie still 
had the desire to be a 
teacher and being able to 
talk more opened the possi-
bility. She became driven by 
motivation. Vail (1994) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

“I felt immediate peace being there.. There was 

no pressure to talk - just normal, loving treat-

ment and constantly being told I was accepted.” 

I find it amazing how the simple act of love,  

patience and acceptance changed Julie’s view of 

her social surroundings and self-esteem.  

“Julie confided in Anna that she was recov-

ering from SM. “In the same way as my 

adopted family had done, she accepted me 

unconditionally.” 
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A day in the life of a selective mute 

A semi-fictional diary from a young SM’er 

I got lost in school today. Ridiculous, right? How can anyone get lost in a school? Well, I guess it’s only my 
first week, I haven’t quite got the hang of it yet... 
  
We have to queue up in the playground in our set groups and then we get taken to our next lesson. There’s 
so many people; I’m not used to being squashed around so many people. I'm not very good at remembering 
who is in my group and what they look like, probably because I spend most of the time looking at the 
ground or my work rather than at anyone else. I managed to find my group in the playground and joined 
the end of the line. I was following them through the corridors to our lesson when a group of older kids ran 
through and cut us up. I tried to find my group but there were so many people and I panicked. I was trying 
to remember; who was in my group, what did they look like? Turning around the corridor I couldn’t see 
anyone I recognised, there was just people walking and running in every direction. I didn’t know what to 
do; I stood there for a moment in a trance, my heart beating loudly. Then, someone with a friendly face 
appeared and talked to me. She pointed, saying “I think they went that way, lets try and catch up with 
them”. I didn’t recognise the girl but didn’t have time to think any more about it and rushed after her.  
  
I followed her to the wrong group. I knew instantly when we caught up with the rest of her group and she 
went off and started talking to someone else whom she obviously knew well. But what could I do? I had no 
idea where I was meant to be and asking someone, even if I could, would make me look like a right idiot. I’d 
have to walk into the (right) classroom late and everyone would turn and look at me and probably laugh. 
So I said nothing and followed my new group into the classroom. Sitting at the desk at register time the 
teacher asked if there was anyone’s name she hadn’t called out but I kept quiet. No-one noticed me sitting 
on my own in the wrong group. That’s the good thing about being quiet; sometimes you just blend in and no-
one notices you.  
  
Luckily I knew where my next lesson was so I caught up with my own group and carried on with my day. 
No one asked me where I’d been, I don’t think anyone even noticed I wasn’t there because they were all too 
busy talking amongst themselves.  
  
Lunchtime is the worst bit about school. I’m not the kind of person who makes friends easily and when 
someone does try talking to me they soon get fed up of not getting a response and go elsewhere. During 
lunchtimes normally I sit on the bench outside the food hall and watch the people go by like I did today. I 
sat on my own and ate my lunch, the minutes went by so slowly. I killed some time by walking to my 
locker, then to the toilets, then I was heading back to the bench when one of the teachers on lunch duty 
came over to me looking really concerned. “Are you feeling alright? You look really pale.”  I must have 
looked nervous or something but that’s just how I normally look in school and I was feeling fine. I mumbled 
something and tried to carry on walking but she persisted. After I didn’t reply she took me to the sick room 
and sat me down. Luckily there was another teacher there who knew me and came over and asked if I was 
alright. After I told her I was OK she let me get on my way. It was so humiliating, I rushed out, went to the 
toilets again and cried. I spent the rest of my lunchtime in the toilet cubicle, not doing anything in particu-
lar other than hiding from the world. I just don’t think I’m cut out to do this. Why is it so easy for everyone 
else apart from me? Why can’t I just be normal? 
  
After lunch we were in Art class and meant to be drawing but my pencil needed sharpening and I didn’t 
have a spare pencil or a sharpener. I could see the girl opposite had a pencil sharpener on her desk and I sat 
there thinking of how to ask her to borrow it for about five minutes. It’s silly how just a simple thing like 
asking to borrow a pencil sharpener seemed too much for me to do. I tried pulling the pencil apart myself to 
get the lead back out but it didn’t work. When the teacher walked past me I covered my paper with my 
arm and pretended to be working because I didn’t want to draw attention to myself. After another five 
minutes of working up the courage I finally got up and walked around the other side of the table (she 
wouldn’t have heard me from where I was sitting) and asked the girl if I could borrow her pencil sharpener. 
Everyone else was staring at me but she was really friendly and for some reason I wasn’t expecting that. 
She didn’t make a big deal out of me talking which I was so grateful for; it made me feel just a tiny bit nor-
mal. I went back to my desk with my sharpened pencil and tried to hurry to catch up with the work. It was 
rushed so wasn’t my best effort but at least I got it finished which is more than can be said for many of the 
others in the class. 
  
The school bell rang and once we were out of the classroom everyone ran off; some to their buses, some to 
their parents waiting in the car for them, others to friends or older brothers or sisters. I walked a few min-
utes down the road where my mum picked me up and drove me and my brother back home. I don’t talk 
much in the car, it’s a strange place that’s halfway between my two different selves - the me at home and 
the me at school, and I’m embarrassed that my mum and brother see the non-talking me. I stay quiet on the 
journey back, thinking about the day at school. Today I talked, I actually said words out loud and someone 
heard me and didn’t look at me as if it was a miracle. Maybe things will turn out alright after all. 
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The A-Z of Something To Do 
 

The A-Z of something to do - trying 26 new and different things. In the last issue there were Decorations, Embroidery and Fra-

grances. This issue we’re going Geocaching, trying to Hula hoop and Ice skating. Please join in and let me know how you get on! 

 

I is for ice skating 

 
I used to love ice skating. I wasn’t brilliant at it but once I’d got the hang of 
it I could have stayed all day just skating around on the ice. I’d always 
admired people who could do dance on ice but that was a little too ambi-
tious for me so I stuck to normal ice skating. 
 
First rule of ice skating; don’t forget the gloves! The ice is cold when you 
fall over which I soon discovered... The second time round the ice rink I 
took it more slowly (staying very close to the sides!) and managed to get 
round without embarrassing myself too much. It was quite busy and there 
were people whizzing past me so it took a little while before I started en-
joying it but after a few times of skating around I got the hang of it and ventured further away from the railings on the side of the ice rink. It’s 
a little bit like swimming because you push with your legs to glide. It’s quite exhilarating once you get the technique right and start travelling 
further with less effort. And as I was watching other people I saw that it does look effortless; ice skating is so much more elegant than being 
all sweaty and red faced after a run.  

 

H is for Hula hooping 

 

I wasn’t a fan of hula-hooping, I could never do it when I was younger. I preferred hopscotch because it 
was much easier to hop over a few numbers than it was to keep a hoop around you. Maybe I’d be better at 
it now that I have more of a stomach to hold it up!? I thought I’d give it a go anyhow. 

 

The first thing I found is how many different types of hula hoop there are out there! Although some gyms 
use hula hoops I wanted to buy one that I could use at home so I didn’t have to worry about how hopeless 
I’d look trying to keep the hoop up. So I had a quick look online, thinking I’ll find one straight away, but no. 
There’s beginners or advanced hoops, there’s weighted or non-weighted hoops, and they’re surprisingly 
expensive for a bit of plastic circle. I went with the cheapest ‘exercise’ hoop which had good reviews and a 
lot of people were saying it was easy to use so after I had put it all together (it came dismantled) I had my 

first go at hula hooping. 

 

I found that I’m still not very good at it. The first spin lasted around a second before it fell back down to the floor. I tried again and got the 
same result, this wasn’t going well. Was there a technique I was missing? Apparently so. I found that by moving forward and backward in-
stead of side to side was much easier and kept the hoop going for longer. I’d gone for the right choice in getting a bigger hoop according to 
some articles about hoop techniques; the bigger and heavier hoop is meant to be easier for beginners so if you wanted to have a go yourself 
these might be the best to start with.  

 

I found this website very helpful: http://www.hulahooping.com/how-to-hoop.html 

 

G is for Geocching 

 

For those who aren’t aware, Geocaching is like a treasure hunt for adults 
(or anyone, in fact)! It involves using GPS, or maps if you’d prefer, to follow 
co-ordinates to find your way to where a cache is hidden. The actual cache 
is a container (which can be various different shapes and sizes) and some 
of the larger ones contain swappable items such as keyrings, pens, and 
trackable items. Anyone can set up and hide a Geocache and there are 
millions of them hidden all over the world.  
 
The main reason I love Geocaching is because it gets you outside to places 
you might never have thought of visiting before. In the UK we’ve stumbled 
across hilltops on Cheddar Gorge, traipsed across muddy fields in Essex and 
admired amazing views from mountains in Scotland, all in the search for 
caches. We’ve even tried looking for one on St Nicholas Island in Turkey. 

Apart from the standard Geocache containers, which are normally Tupperware tubs, there are some really 
cleverly designed containers out there. A couple of my personal favourites include a micro-magnetic cache 
hidden inside an old snail shell (photo on the bottom right) and one where a pulley system is used to lower a container 
down from the top of a very tall tree. Not forgetting the caches hidden in walnut shells which had been glued back to-
gether. I hate to imagine how long it took someone to glue those bits of walnut shells! 
 
 Find what Geocaches are in your area on the website: geocaching.com or opencaching.com  
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Interview Corner - with Joe Powell 
 

Joe Powell was 20 when he was diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome. Although he is not certain if he was diagnosed with selective mutism (“I 
often wanted to look into my medical records but it always seems to be problematic to get any information”) he first heard of the disorder after 
seeing a note on a doctor’s computer. After being in and out of care homes and services he now campaigns for people learning difficulties. In 

2012 he applied and was accepted for the job of National Director at the company All Wales People First - ‘the national voice of people with learn-
ing disabilities in Wales’.  

Thanks for agreeing to do an interview for Finding Our Voices 
magazine, Joe. You’re the National Director for All Wales Peo-

ple First - what does this job involve for you? 
In a nutshell my job entails ensuring that the All Wales People First 
Business Plan, which is designed by members of People First groups 
across Wales, is put into action at a national level. Our members come 
together at our National Council, in which elected members tell me 
their priorities and ask me as director to take any national actions on 
their behalf.  
  
At 20 you were diagnosed with Asperger’s. How did it feel to 

finally have a reason for how you were and did it help you to 

move forward with your life? 
I was elated when I was first diagnosed and to this day, it is the first 
thing I think about when I wake up in the morning and the last thing I 
think about when I go to bed at night. Having Asperger’s gave me a 
reason to understand why I stood out as being so different, and during 
the mid-nineties when so little was known about my condition it was a 
very frightening experience to not be able to fit into society, to have no 
hope and no future and not understand why I was behaving the way I 
was. 
  
 
 
 
You have talked about being ‘the one who doesn’t talk’ when 

you were younger. Can you tell us a bit more about this? 
It was strange really, as a child I was painfully shy and would cry in 
class as I often couldn’t understand the work or if I had a simple prob-
lem (such as not having a pencil) I just didn’t know how to ask for help 
and would burst into tears at the amusement of the other students.  
The only way I could hide this vulnerability was to be silly. By being 
silly it looked like I could cope, and that the reason I wasn’t performing 
was because I didn’t care, rather than lacking the ability. However 
years of that behaviour meant I was behind on my schoolwork, was 
frequently bullied by teachers and pupils and was constantly in trouble.  
When changing schools at fifteen, I was shy because I didn’t know 
anybody so worked hard and for the first time got positive feedback 
from my teachers and parents. It felt so great that this became my 
‘winning formula’ but the problem was that it was inflexible and as I 
got older, being that quiet and shy isolated me, rather than endeared 
me to people. Because of the nature of my autism and the P.T.S.D 
difficulties which stemmed from the difficult experiences of the past, I 
became obsessed with the idea of being shy and got shier and shier as 
time went on, to the point where my behaviour (in my opinion) was 
deluded. I liken it to being like anorexia, but it was words I was ob-
sessed with not food. 
  
Had you previously heard the term selective mutism (and if so, 

where from and what did you know about it)? 
Funnily enough, I had never heard of it until (I became completely non
-verbal for several years) and I was visiting my GP in Manchester at 
about the age of 21/22 and I noticed it on her computer. I asked the 
GP (by writing my support worker a note to give to her) what it meant 
and it was then I was told. Before then, I just thought of myself as 
‘non-verbal’ probably because that was the term my support workers 
used. 
  
You have said in previous interviews that you campaign for 

people with learning disabilities. Why is this important to you? 
As a person who lived in care services for eleven years, I felt that I had 
a horrific and unnecessary journey. Not only in being understood for 
having a condition, which was not understood for years, but through 
living in cold care services in which staff weren’t allowed to show hu-
man emotions and in which people with learning disabilities were not 
viewed as equals or given the encouragement to progress with their 
lives. I believe that in the care system, people who often gain high 
level funding to champion our rights are often some of the biggest 
abusers of our rights and keep us unnecessarily dependent on them for 

their own business interests. I feel this is a scandal that must be 
stopped. I am not anti-services but pro-informed choice and control 
and this is what I want for all people with learning disabilities. All 
choices must be individual and well informed with no biased influ-
ences. I also feel that people with learning disabilities have been 
disenfranchised from making a valid contribution to society and they  
often (unnecessarily) remain amongst the financially poorest 
amongst society, most likely to live in the most dangerous housing 
areas and often incur greater health problems than the general 
population. If a person like me, who later developed the skills to 
articulate my feelings cannot be heard in the system, then I feel it is 
almost impossible for those with learning disabilities who often 
struggle to articulate their feelings. 

 Since becoming the National Director you have been in-

volved in many interviews – both in papers and on radio 

such as Hardeep’s Sunday Lunch where you talked very 

openly about your childhood. Does talking about yourself 

come naturally to you or have you learnt this along the way? 
I think I have always been a philosophical person and am constantly 
thinking and analysing everything. I think part of that is because it is 
my nature, part of it is because of the obsessive nature of my condi-
tion and partly because I have always lived my life confused about 
people, their motivations and more importantly confused about me 
and who I really am, something which haunts me to this day. This 
means I spend a lot of time self-analysing, so when someone asks 
me a question about myself, I usually always have an answer imme-
diately to hand, because there is nothing I haven’t thought of many 
times before. 
 
 
 
 
 
You mentioned on Hardeep’s Sunday Lunch about the lack of 

understanding and knowledge regarding Asperger's and 

autism in the care services. There is a similar problem with 

the awareness of selective mutism; what would you advise 

is the best way to help raise awareness? 
I think unfortunately, both with autism and selective mutism, one of 
the big problems within our care system is that the vast majority of 
support staff are poorly trained, poorly motivated and aren’t particu-
larly valued as employers. There isn’t the time to get to know the 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Then and now:  

Joe, top left, when he was younger and non-verbal, and bottom right speaking 

at Westminster earlier this year 

“As I got older, being that quiet and 

shy isolated me, rather than endeared 

me to people.” 

“I am still bowled over that I am 

working and that things have gone 

well so far. I still see myself as the 

painfully shy Joe.” 
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people you work with and services being communal-based can never 
be individualised. I think only through proper training and education 
as well as turning support work into a profession, rather than just a 
job, can we really start to work with selective mutism properly. The 
current generic NVQ qualifications, which in my opinion stands for 
Not Very Qualified, and are so general and just aren’t adequate for a 
care system in which support staff could see many different people, 
with very different needs. For those who aren’t in a care system, I 
am not sure what can be best done to raise awareness. I feel that 
the key is to create a society which generally does not judge and 
takes an enlightened view on anything they don’t understand. How 
we achieve that, is of course problematic and something I am not 
sure how to tackle.  
  
 
 
 
 
In the ‘Employment’ documentary shown at the All Wales 

People First National Conference 2014, you said that you 

couldn’t envisage yourself in a workplace. You have been 

with All Wales People First for over two years now, what 

have you learnt about yourself and others while in this job? 
The strange thing is that I am still bowled over that I am working and 
that things have gone well so far. I still see myself as the painfully 
shy Joe who was sacked for being too quiet and I don’t see myself as 
the new Joe who is a much different person. What I have learned 
about others is that they have problems too and the façade that 
many people present on the outside isn’t necessarily reflective on 
how they felt on the inside. I think the mistake I made for years was 
to assume that others didn’t have problems and therefore life was 
easy and it meant I would dwell on my problems, looking for an-
swers. I think once I realised that others have limitations too, it has 
made it easier for me to learn to shelve problems and get on with 
life. I have also learned that there are some jobs I will be suited for 
and many others I won’t be. I wouldn’t, for instance, be very good on 
a factory floor with lots of banter, I would find that very difficult so-
cially. 
 How did you get the courage to apply for the job initially? 
I had always wanted to work but never thought it would happen. As 
weird as this sounds, I love interviews and I love being a contender 
in the process. When I saw the advertisement, the job requirement 
tied in with a lot of things I was doing already and those who knew 
me said it was the perfect job for me. I filled out my application and 
sent it to my parents and a friend who said it was very strong. My 
fear was that I couldn’t imagine myself in a workplace and my only 
experience of work had been a disaster so I often doubted whether I 
could hold down a job. I was also scared about the consequences of 
benefits and being financially stranded if the job didn’t work out. 
There was absolutely no information or advice which was coherent 
from anyone on this matter so the uncertainty meant I originally 
decided that I wasn’t going to submit my application. However, about 
a week before the deadline, I decided to apply because I felt this 
could be a real opportunity not just to work, but to play a part in 
changing a system which I felt had been brutally cruel to so many 
people with learning disabilities. I felt I may regret it for the rest of 
my life, if I didn’t at least try to take this opportunity. Whether the 
post was a success or a failure, at least I wouldn’t be wondering what 
might have been. 
 
 
 
 
 
One of the aims of All Wales People First was to ensure all 

people have a voice. How do you do this? 
We believe that self-advocacy is the best form of advocacy and both 
nationally and regionally, People First groups help to develop our 
members skills to communicate effectively, realise the importance of 
their voice as Welsh citizens and to engage in the political process to 
challenge the important decisions which affect their lives. We try to 
promote the importance of people with learning disabilities at Welsh 
government policy level, to ensure that all legislation includes them 
as well as work with members to raise public awareness about learn-
ing disabilities and the important contributions they can make to 

Welsh society. 
 
You mentioned that you find people stressful and that dealing 

with people will always be an issue for you. How do you get 

around this day to day and do you have any coping strategies 

for social situations?  
I think one of the things I have to do is talk things out with people. 
My colleagues Yvonne and John are very supportive to me, and I think 
as a team we are all very supportive of each other, when we feel 
someone has been rude or challenging for instance. My ex life-coach 
Bernard Pearson, who is now my friend is always there for me too and 
I try to run things past people when possible. One of my big coping 
mechanisms is my flat. I am a semi-hermit and don’t do much socially, 
but as a person with autism, I need to lock myself away to recharge 
before engaging socially. My home, gadgets and creature comforts are 
essential for me surviving the workplace. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Some people with learning disabilities may be put off wanting 

to get a job because they don’t feel they have the qualifica-

tions or experience that employers want. What would your 

advice be? 
The tragic thing about my answer is that I can fully appreciate why 
they are reluctant to join the workforce and I feel they are in most 
cases right to be reluctant. I feel this is why the best thing they can 
do is to be politically active to ensure that society includes them prop-
erly in education and training so that they can play an active role in 
society and don’t get left behind. I would say to them, that they abso-
lutely can do it and they absolutely have a vital role to play, but they 
also should get the support and encouragement they need to make it 
happen. People with learning disabilities can realistically play a vital 
role in the workplace, but society needs to meet us half way. 
 
You are a role model to others who may not have previously 

thought they could be part of society or hold down a job. Do 

you have any words of wisdom for those people out there? 
I would say to anyone who wants to work that if they are determined, 
willing to learn and able to be realistic and self-reflexive that there is 
no reason why they can’t make it in the workplace. I feel to enter the 
workplace it is important not only to expect that others treat you as 
an equal, but that you too have to play your part in treating others 
with courtesy and dignity.  I feel that the most important thing for 
those who want to try and enter the workplace, is that they are given 
a fair opportunity to ‘try’ and that ‘trying’ is all anyone can do. Even if 
it turns out that employment isn’t the right avenue for them, there is 
no shame in this whatsoever. The dignity lies in the fact that they 
have made the choice to try and that they have given it their very 
best shot. I take the same attitude with my own job. I had no idea 
whether I could take on the role of National Director, but I knew I 
could only (with the best of integrity) give it my very best shot. Things 
have gone well for me so far (relatively speaking) but my journey has 
not ended. Only time will tell, if I end up being the ‘finished product’ 
and of course, I am keen to get 
there, but I feel that whatever hap-
pens, it is how we try that we  
should ultimately be judged on. I 
feel this is the same for anyone who 
enters the workplace, no matter 
what job they go for or disability 
they have. 

Interview Corner - with Joe Powell 

All Wales People 1st Website:  

http://www.allwalespeople1st.co.uk/ 
Listen to Joe on Hardeep’s Sunday Lunch show:  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b04nqv6p 

“I feel that the key is to create a society 

which generally does not judge and takes an 

enlightened view on anything they don’t 

understand.” 
“I think the mistake I made for years was to 

assume that others didn’t have problems and 

therefore life was easy and it meant I would 

dwell on my problems, looking for answers.” 

“I am a semi-hermit and don’t do much socially, 

but as a person with autism, I need to lock my-

self away to recharge before engaging socially.” 
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Selective Mutism Awareness Training 
 

 

In January, Julie and Cristina, both of whom had/have SM themselves, did some 

awareness training about selective mutism for a local charity. It was presented to  

volunteers who support families as part of the Respect Project at CSV. I asked them 

how it went and what was involved. 

 

 

You did the training as part of the Respect Project at the 

charity CSV. Can you tell us a bit more about the charity 

and what it does? 

 

Community Service Volunteers (CSV) is a National Charity and CSV 
Media Clubhouse in Ipswich is the largest provision in the country, 
engaging with communities through Social Action Volunteering 
(SAV) and Learning combined. Its mission is to support and inte-
grate local communities. This is done through a variety of projects. 
Working with families in Respect (see below) or empowering people 
suffering from poor mental health as in Headspace or Evolution 
Project which integrates overseas nationals into local communities 
using media in a broader sense to engage people. Each project has 
outcomes and these are achieved through a variety of ways like 
ESOL classes (English as a second language), Film, Photography, 
Journalism, Radio, ITQ, and volunteering in any or all of these ar-
eas. Projects are funded through The Big Lottery, European Social 
Fund, INTERREG and others.  

Respect Project aims to provide vulnerable and disadvantaged fami-
lies considered ‘at risk’  with support that will promote positive rela-
tionships and stable family structure through learning together and 
regular and consistent mentoring by volunteers.   

 

How did you become involved in the charity and the train-

ing day? 

 

Julie: I got involved because the project was looking for someone in 
the area who could give a talk about SM awareness, and Cristina 
already worked with them as a volunteer. Eventually, we thought 
why not both of us try and do the talk together. 

Cristina: I became involved in the charity when I attended English 

classes there and I then found out I could volunteer there also. I 

decided to apply for the volunteer work when I found an interesting 

project which helped families and I could support the Portuguese 

families.   

Have you done any training for SM before and what were 

your expectations for the day?  

Julie: This was my first time talking about SM, although I work as a 
teacher, so that made it a little bit easier knowing what it’s like 
talking in front of people. 

Cristina: No, I hadn’t done any training for SM before. 

 

When did you first come up with the idea of the talk on SM 

and how did you plan for it? 

 

Julie: I have always wanted to teach people about SM, so I was 
really excited about planning it. We started writing down ideas and 
we met in person at a local café to put our ideas together. It was 
the first time I had met another person with SM, and when we were 
talking about our ideas we both agreed completely because we 
understood what it felt like to experience it. 

Cristina: I had that idea because I suffered from SM myself and I 
still have some traits of it. I feel that society in general doesn’t 
know about this condition, how it made and still makes my life very 
difficult. So, I decided to contribute an idea to raise awareness 
about it so that others can have an understanding and make life a 
little easier than I had.   
 

How long did the awareness training last and what was 

included? 

 

Julie: The session was just under an hour. We talked about the defini-
tion of SM and what signs to look out for. I showed some photos of 
me as a child which showed the traits like a frozen facial expression 
and we talked about the positive traits too, and the importance of not 
ignoring it and thinking a child will grow out of it. Then we explained 
some of our own experiences of what it felt like, and how people’s 
reactions can be more helpful. Finally we gave a lot of information and 
links, for example the SMIRA Facebook page, the local authority web 
site, blogs and the SM magazine. 

 

Cristina: It lasted for one hour and Julie spoke about the differences 
between SM and shyness, signs to show that someone might have 
SM, how to support someone who has SM and where you can get 
further information.   
 

What were people's reactions? 

 

Julie: After the session, Cristina told me that people were looking 
really interested. Quite a few people asked questions in the session, 
and some stayed afterwards to ask more questions. 

Cristina: I think they were surprised as they didn’t know anything 
about this condition prior to this training. They asked how to distin-
guish between SM and autism, how best possible to overcome it and 
they spoke about specific people who they are working with and how 
best to check if they have SM.  
 

Did you get any feedback about SM or the training? 

 

Cristina: We didn’t request any formal feedback but in the end people 
manifested their enthusiasm in knowing more about SM. They liked 
the sensitive way that Julie spoke about the topic.   
 

If someone would like to do an awareness day what would 

your suggestions be? 

 

Cristina: Videos, interactive exhibitions, performances...  
 

You both have/had SM, how do you think training days such 

as this one would have helped when you were younger? 

 

Julie: It would have made a big difference. I was identified as having 
special educational needs at school, but teachers thought it was a 
behavioural problem. People didn’t know it was a disability because it 
wasn’t recognised. 

Cristina: If my teachers had more knowledge about SM they would 
not have judged me and would have interacted with me in a more 
comprehensive way. 
 

Do you have any plans for future SM awareness training? 

 

Julie: I would definitely do more sessions in the future if the opportu-
nity came along. 

Cristina: No I don’t although I do hope Julie carries on with awareness 
training days. 

 

 

Visit CSV’s website for more details on the 

Respect Project and other initiatives:   

http://www.csv.org.uk/press/vulnerable-

families-benefit 
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SM Training Days 
 

It’s one thing to make people aware of selective mutism but how do you help them understand the disorder? Training days can be a way of ex-
plaining SM in more detail, what symptoms to look out for and how best to help someone with SM. 

 
Here’s what people have been saying about the training days with Maggie Johnson: 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Here’s a few details of some future training days (one day courses), please contact the organiser for details of cost, venue, application form etc. 

Tutor: Maggie Johnson, FRCSLT 

*These courses are co-run with Alison Wintgens, Specialist Advisor for Selective Mutism, Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists.  
Applicants for the Extension Level training days need to first attend any Core Level training day. 

“It has really helped me to put together 
all the pieces of the puzzle that is my 
daughter and I feel very empowered 
and positive after such amazing input. 
Our speech and language therapist and 
school staff also attended, and knowing 
that we have all had that input and can 
move forward together is brilliant.” 

Mum of 17 year old 

“We both feel so much better since the 
training day. My daughter decided to at-
tend too, on condition she could leave if it 
got too much. It took a lot of courage to 
go in, but once there she stayed all day. It 
has been very helpful in working out our 
next steps to begin to overcome her selec-

tive mutism.” 
Mum of 16 year old 

“Since Izzy’s teacher and classroom assistant at-
tended the course we have continued to make great 
progress. Izzy has maintained her talking within the 
classroom after the break and even did her phonics 

test yesterday with another teacher and did show and 
tell!! She has been a star!!” 

5 weeks later: “Izzy is still coming on great and said a 
line out loud in front of all the parents in her end of 

topic celebration, so proud.” 
Sammy, Mum of 6 year old 

“The trip to London to attend the course already paid off! I explained the sliding-in-
technique to my son and he is totally in. “Yes, mum, I know I can do this”. And this 
is the boy who had given up, because ‘he didn’t want any help’! So we started the 
sliding-in-technique with my mum, and we had so much fun. We used the rote-

speech, counting and days of the week. Today his grandfather was here when I got 
home from work, and my son answered him in sentences. And I’ve noticed he is 
speaking generally more at home. Why didn’t I do this years ago? I do really see a 
change in him. He is so positive and optimistic, so now is the very best time to start 

our journey working our way out of silence” 
Mum of 16 year old, who travelled over from Poland to attend the course! 

“School seem really enthused since attending the train-
ing - shows how powerful it can be! Had a really suc-
cessful meeting today with parents and school staff. 
The 5½ year old I’ve been supporting is now starting 
to talk in a quiet voice in circle time, when this has 
been agreed with her key worker beforehand. Great 

progress!” 
Clara Bovingdon, Speech and Language Therapist 
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SM BOOK NEEDS YOUR HELP!   

 

Hi everyone! I've been working on a book aimed at helping teachers understand SM and how to help us in school. I have SM, and I'd like to give teachers an opportu-

nity to hear about it from our viewpoint because not everyone gets to hear our side of the story. And to make this book even more special, I'd like to include the 

voices of parents, teachers, and anyone who has/had SM. That way, teachers can hear everyone's side of the story. So if you would like to contribute, please send an 

email to selectivemutism@ymail.com and I'll let you know how you can help.  

Thanks! Bailey 

Over to you... 

Have you made any  

New Year's resolutions?  

 

Yes - 43% 

No - 57% 

 

If so, what were they? 

 

“Stick to slimming world!” 
 

“Giving up crisps. Failed! Now doing it for 
lent!” 

 
“Be nice to others. Only make comments 

that will uplift others.” 
 

“The usual eat more healthy, go on a 
diet etc.” 

 

Have you stuck to your  

New Year’s resolutions? 

 

No - 50% 

Yes  - 0% 

Mostly - 50% 

Do you think New Year’s resolutions are helpful?  

 

Yes - 14% 

No - 57% 

Unsure - 29% 

 

Your thoughts: 

 

“Resolutions can be made any day of the year!” 

 

“Usually not realistic or practical so failure rate is high” 

 

“They often don't deal with the emotional issues underlying the 
habits you are trying to change” 

 
“I guess they are for some people (if they can stick to them 

that is) but for me if I don't achieve what I set myself out to do 
I then feel like I have failed” 

“I have to say being an adult with SM is hard. Really hard. My SM is very severe so that I can't even talk to my immediate 

family, not sure how anyone would think that this is a choice as it sure isn't. I really would do anything to be able to tell my 

family how much I love them, to be able to use my manners and say please and thank you, to be able to ask simple day to 

day questions like "what's the time?" so many things that most people are able to say without a second thought. I would 

love to be able to let everyone hear my voice, to see my crazy, happy personality but instead they are faced with someone 

that doesn't make a sound, that is so anxious I just huddle in a ball unable to look up at everyone.” 

“No, she's not rude, stubborn or shy. Shouting at 

her won't help!” 

“That they all have different 'rules.' Just because you see them quiet in one place and 

then gradually talking just in that one place doesn't mean they are 'getting better' 

everywhere. And that the road to overcoming SM is often a slow and steady one.” 

“It isn't something they can control. It is an anxiety issue not 

a speech and language disorder. Be patient.” 

“It sucks. But you can get over it!” 

“That the sufferer isn't refusing to speak, they can't. To be kind and un-

derstanding and don't force or belittle the sufferer.” 

“That their behaviour and responses has more of an impact on the SM person's recovery than they 

will ever know. So do everything you can to be better informed so you can respond sensitively to 

them. Also, ask the person with SM what they would feel comfortable with you doing or not doing, 

because everyone with SM is an individual.” 

“That it is NOT just shyness!!! And for fellow parents of SM children, you are your child's best advocate. You 

need to go above and beyond in helping them. Spend the extra money on therapists, on activities that help 

them, and don't rely on free things. Just because the type of therapy you need isn't covered by your child's 

school or your insurance, please don't let that prevent you from helping your child. You have ONE chance to 

help a child for soon she or he will be an adult. Please take the time and money to do it.” 

What would you like to tell others about living with SM or knowing someone with SM?  

New Year’s resolutions; every year we seem to make them, break them, and then forget about them until next year 

when we start the whole cycle again. Why do we do it? Especially in January when, in the UK at least, it’s cold, 

damp, dark and gloomy. Who wants to get up at 5am to try to fit some exercise in when it’s like that? Now that 

Spring is well on it’s way perhaps now is the better time to start dusting ourselves off and giving it a second go.  

 

Thank you to everyone who took part in the little survey online about New Year’s resolutions, here are a few of your 

responses.  
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 She  
by Lauren Whiteway 
 
 When she was a kid, 
She only feared the monsters  
That lurked under her bed, 
She never knew that monsters  
Could live inside her own head. 
  
When she was a kid, 
She thought that her world 
Of fairy tales and made-believe 
Was all she would ever see, 
That she would grow up to be an artist 
Her paintings hanging next to da Vinci. 
  
And now, 
She knows the truth.  
  
She was fourteen years old 
When her voice was stolen, 
Snatched,  
Ripped away from her throat. 
Missing, but unreported, 
It stayed away, 
Not by choice, 
But in fear. 
  
They, 
They see her as an equation 
With no solution, 
A wrong answer 
Erased one too many times, 
A code  
That cannot be cracked.  
  
She,  
She is a recipe made up of one part flawless  
And two parts destroyed, 
A puzzle missing all of its corner pieces, 
More apart then whole. 
  
She, 
She has come face to face 
With the reality that 
The only thing that hurts more than  
The sticks and the stones 
Are the words that failed to cross her lips. 
  
For it is not the loneliness, 
Or the pain, 
Or the isolation 
That is slowly eroding her, 
But the fear. 
For her greatest fear is fear itself 
  
And I will not let fear destroy me. 

I Have Selective Mutism  
by Bailey   
 
I'm different from most teenagers, but not in a way that's cool 
I do not talk, especially out in public and in school 
 
I sit or stand with a blank look on my face 
It makes some people curious, they get all in my case 
 
You ask me for my name, you want to get to know me 
I cannot answer, I look down, I stare at my feet below me 
 
I write or nod instead of speech, I might even whisper too 
You say I'm shy, but please know that is very untrue 
 
I have Selective Mutism, a form of anxiety 
It makes it hard to speak, it's always there by me 
 
I feel fine at home, I'm happy, loud, and talk as I please 
But when I step foot into school my throat tightens and I freeze 
 
I walk alone, I sit alone, I have no one to talk to 
Except for a few friends whom I talk to so much, you have no clue 
 
Our teacher asks us to stand and present our work 
This may help some boost their grade, but for me this isn't a perk 
 
My name is called, I'm so nervous, I feel like I'm in a tropical climate 
I don't stand up. "Fail!" says the teacher. "You fail the assignment." 
 
I'm not choosing to be this way, I want to talk to you  
I wish I could, I wish I could, I really really do 
 
But it's hard for me, it's all because of stupid anxiety 
Let me explain, please listen to me 
 
My mouth becomes dry, my hands start to shake 
I don't know how much more of this feeling I can take 
 
I'm nervous, I panic, I want to get out of here 
I must get home, but home is nowhere near 
 
All the kids laugh, they think I'm weird 
It makes me feel small, I think my eye just teared 
 
Why do I get nervous? Why do I get so scared? 
All through my life why have so few cared? 
 
It's not fair! God, why did this happen to me? 
Why don't I speak and tense up as stiff as a tree? 
 
Some days I stay home, I tell my mom, "I'm not going to school." 
I want to sleep, collect my thoughts, and avoid looking like a fool 
 
But I mustn't complain, I must stay strong 
I want to get better, I don't want to live like this long 
 
One day I'll be able to speak and surprise you all 
Then I'll beam with confidence, I'll finally be able to stand proud and tall. 

Your Poems... 

 
Thank you so much to Carmen, Lauren and Bailey who 
sent in their poems to the magazine, and again to  

Bailey for the artwork on this page.  

 

If you would like to send in any of your own artwork, 
poems, articles or stories you can email them to:  

 contact@findingourvoices.co.uk 

I Am  
by Carmen 
 
I am a girl that’s silent but I have a mind of a 1000 words 
I wonder why do birds fly? 
I hear the birds singing 
I see the sun shining 
I am a girl that’s silent but I have a mind of 1000 words 
I pretend I am the only one 
I feel the sun on my skin 
I worry about the world 
I cry when I am sad 
I am a girl that’s silent but I have a mind of 1000 words 
I understand the world 
I say nothing 
I dream everything 
I try to be the best me 
I hope to be happy my whole life 
I am a girl that is silent but I have a mind of 1000 words. 
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In the next issue... 

 

• Day in the life of a selective mute - The second installment 

• SMIRA conference 

• How exercise can help with anxiety 

• Selective mutism in TV programmes and films 

• How to survive... A summer holiday 

• Exciting news about Finding Our Voices one year birthday in August 

• More of your SM experiences 

 

And much more! 

 

Due out at the end of May 2015 

 

Would you like to write for the magazine?  

 

Whether it’s your experience with SM, something you 

think others need to know, or your hobbies or inter-

ests, we would love to hear from you!  

 

Email:  

contact@findingourvoices.co.uk 

 

Check out the website for updates: 

www.findingourvoices.co.uk 


