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In 2014 I started a writing course. It was a bit out of the blue and 
I’m still not entirely sure why but for some reason I thought it 
would be a good idea. It wasn’t until after I had enrolled on the 
course that I starting realising I would need something to write 
about. I had writers block already and I wasn’t even a writer yet! 
After a while of searching it dawned on me; the one thing I had 
that most others didn’t—experience of selective mutism.  
 
Although I had been through SM (and still have it to some degree), 
it had been a very long time since I had visited any SM-related 
websites, and I certainly hadn’t talked or written about my experi-
ences publicly. I joined a few SM groups and a forum in the hope of 
starting the process of writing about my selective mutism and very 
slowly I gained confidence opening up about my feelings. The SM 
Space Cafe group on Facebook helped enormously as it’s such a 
safe, friendly group and I felt I could trust the people on there. 
That’s the first place where I started to post about myself 
and selective mutism. 
 
For my writing course I had to research possible 
magazines to write articles for; I wrote one of 
my first assignments about selective mutism 
but when I started looking for possible 
magazines to send it to I couldn’t find any. 
There didn’t seem to be any current 
magazines or newsletters that I could 
find about SM or that even mentioned 
the disorder. There were numerous 
books but nothing being regularly 
published that people could read 
about related news, research or 
events. In the end I gave up looking 
for specific SM magazines and in-
stead sent my article to Anxious 
Times magazine (the quarterly 
magazine for Anxiety UK) where it 
was published in the Autumn 2014 
issue, but in the back of my mind 
I still had the idea of a magazine 
specifically for selective mutism.  
 
I could see from the SM groups 
and forums that many people still 
suffered with the disorder and I 
remembered how lonely that felt. 
Surely a magazine would help 
people feel less alone? Personally, 
just reading other people’s stories 
they had posted on various different 
websites made me feel more ac-
cepted and understood, but that was 
just a few stories. How many hun-
dreds of other people were there with 
their own stories to tell? Then it sud-
denly occurred to me like a light bulb 
moment; maybe I can make a magazine 
myself. 
 
After asking a few people and not being told I 
was crazy, I slowly started putting together 
ideas for a magazine. I had a Wordpress blog set 
up that I had never used and after a quick search 
found that it was fairly easy to set up a new one. I 
hadn’t got a name for the magazine yet so I just called it 
SM Support Mag. I posted about it on one of the SM Facebook 
groups and asked people to send things in. I must admit that mak-
ing the first issue was a little stressful; not many people knew 
about it so most of the articles I wrote myself. It didn’t help that at 
the time I wasn’t very brave and was scared to post about it in 
some of the bigger Facebook groups with thousands of people on. 
Someone (you know who you are!) was a bit of a lifesaver and sent 

in three or four articles for that first magazine issue. In an attempt 
to fill the magazine up I asked my mum and one of my friends if 
they would write a bit about SM from their perspectives. I cried 
reading what they both wrote - in a way it was the first time I had 
openly asked anyone about selective mutism and I had never really 
thought about it from their point of view before. I guess I’d been 
too scared to ask, but they both really seemed to understand what 
I was going through.  
 
As it was getting closer to the time for the first magazine issue I 
thought it really needed a name. I run a vote where people chose 
from a list of suggestions already sent in, or the option to add a 
new name suggestion. It ended up being a three-way draw be-
tween Small Talk, Little Voices and Finding Our Voices so I had the 
deciding vote. The name I had personally voted for (Smile) didn’t 
make it to the top three. I wanted the magazine to be optimistic 

and Little Voices reminded me of something people might 
have said to me when I was younger. ‘Oh, don’t you have 

a little voice?’ So I ruled that one out. I liked Small 
Talk because it started with the letters SM - that 

would make a good logo idea. However, after a 
quick internet search I found that a magazine 

called Small Talk already existed (great minds 
think alike!). So, Finding Our Voices it was. It 
wasn’t until I was adding people’s favourite 
song lyrics to the first issue that I realised 
the Emeli Sande song Read All About It 
has the words ‘Finding Our Voices’ in. I 
love the song and it just felt like it was 
meant to be! 
 
At the time of starting the magazine I 
had no idea how it was going to go, if 
people would like it or if anyone 
would send in any articles for it or 
not. I struggled writing for it so I 
completely understood that others 
would feel similar apprehension. I 
was honestly preparing myself to 
just do the one magazine, get very 
little response and then leave it as 
that but thankfully it got an amaz-
ing response so I decided to carry 
on with it.  
 
After the first year of doing the 
magazine I’ve decided to change it 
to a yearly publication instead of 
quarterly. I’d love to be able to do it 
more often but unfortunately what 
with working full time I’ve found that I 
don’t have the time. The plan is to do a 

yearly magazine just before/during the 
October awareness month. That way I 

can make the magazine bigger and better 
with more pages and more of your articles 

and stories! I’ll also have more time to keep 
the Finding Our Voices website, Twitter and 

Facebook updated throughout the year; posting 
new articles, news and anything else that comes 

along. 
 

It’s been a slow process but gradually more of you 
amazing people are sending in your stories, articles, sug-

gestions and ideas. It’s a privilege to be able to do the magazine 
and I really appreciate every one of you who has sent something in 
or given feedback. It’s lovely to hear that the magazine is relatable 
and helps just a little bit so please keep those comments and arti-
cles coming in! 
If you would like to submit your SM story (or anything else) for a 

future issue you can email it to: contact@findingourvoices.co.uk 

Emeli Sande - Read All About It 
 

You've got the words to change a nation 
But you're biting your tongue 

You've spent a life time stuck in silence 
Afraid you'll say something wrong 

If no one ever hears it how we gonna learn your 
song?  

 
You've got a heart as loud as lions 
So why let your voice be tamed? 
Maybe we're a little different 
There's no need to be ashamed 

You've got the light to fight the shadows 
So stop hiding it away  

 
I wanna sing, I wanna shout 

I wanna scream 'til the words dry out 
So put it in all of the papers, 

I'm not afraid 
They can read all about it 

Read all about it  
 

Let's get the TV and the radio 
To play our tune again 

It's 'bout time we got some airplay of our version 
of events 

There's no need to be afraid 
I will sing with you my friend  

 
Yeah, we're all wonderful, wonderful people 

So when did we all get so fearful? 
Now we're finally finding our voices 

So take a chance, come help me sing this 
Yeah, we're all wonderful, wonderful people 

So when did we all get so fearful? 
And now we're finally finding our voices 

Just take a chance, come help me sing this  

One year after the very first Finding Our Voices magazine was published Rosie looks back at how 
it all started. 
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An online party? Yes, I probably thought 
the exact same thing as you’re thinking 
right now when I first heard about the 
idea. It was over at the SM Space Cafe 
where I first heard the term ‘online 
party’; they were holding one to cele-
brate their 100th member (they’re well 
over 400 now) so I thought I’d go along 
to see what it was all about. Surprisingly 

(or maybe not) it worked really well! On the cafe’s Facebook group differ-
ent posts were started for games, songs, pictures of party food and 
cakes... Sometimes it was difficult keeping up with everything that was 
going on but it was great fun. At first I felt a bit silly going to an online 
party but later that evening, as I sat on the sofa with my laptop, giggling 
to myself over a photo that looked nothing like pyjamas (long story, I think 
you had to be there...), I had completely forgotten about any doubt that I 
had! 
 
So, that’s where I ‘borrowed’ the idea 
of an online party from. I got all the 
pictures and links together with all 
the competition details beforehand so 
I wouldn’t have to type it all up on 
the night of the party. Being pre-
pared definitely helped and I didn’t 
feel too phased by hosting the online 
party until the actual night. You know 
that moment when you think ‘what 
have I done, why am I doing this?’ Yes, that happened about five minutes 
in! But after a while I got into it and started enjoying myself. It was great 
to see all the different names of people joining in; liking, commenting and 
posting on the group. Once I realised people were joining in and enjoying 
themselves I felt I could relax. 
 
We played a few games including the guess the photo game (a favourite, it 
seems!) where we took it in turns to take a close-up photo of something 
around us and the others try to guess what it is. My favourites for the 
evening were these two below, can you guess what they are? Answers are 
at the bottom of the page! 
 
1:           2: 

The first birthday of the magazine, for me at least, was a pretty big 

occasion. I wasn’t even sure that the magazine would last beyond 

the first issue but the idea took off and now has it’s own website 

and interviews from SM organisations such as SMIRA, SMF and 

SMG (and SMN for this issue). I wanted to celebrate the first year 

and vague thoughts of a meet-up were in my head but it would 

have taken a lot of organising, probably too much money and was 

very limited on who would be able to attend. Then I realised there 

was a very easy way to celebrate; to have an online party.  

Another game played at the online birthday party was the 
three-word story where everyone takes it in turns to add a 
few words to make a story. Here’s the final story that we 
created - it doesn’t make a lot of sense, but it had got fairly 
late by then to be fair... Still, very creative, I think! 

Once upon a 
windy morning 

a cute hedgehog 
whose name was 

Harold. 
He was very 

spiky but didn't 
like eating donuts! 

Until he met 
Mr potato head 
called Ted. They 

were friends from 
the green grocers house 

and met Bob at 
the front door. 
Bob was just 

an average cat 
or so he thought until 

he found the green grocers 
that sold carrots. 

And not just any carrots. 
Bob ate the carrots and gained special 

powers, especially 
seeing perfectly in 

the dark. 
But then he 

noticed he was turning colour, almost 
translucent... 

Grew wings and 
was invisible! 
He flew into 

the sky above the 
the green grocers shop and ate some plums 

and turned purple 
which helped keep 

his toes hairy. 
Harold and Ted were 

delighted to see 
the hairy toes and were very jealous. 

They both wanted 
hairy toes 

so Bob shared 
his tips on 

how to get hairy toes. 
This pleased them 

and they all ate plums! 
If enough people are interested I may do an ‘online get-together’ more 

regularly - perhaps every few months for a chance for you to get involved 
(or just play some silly games).  

Watch this space... The dates will be announced soon! 

Answers:  

1: Author Tom Neely’s dog’s nose!  

2: A World War 1 bullet case! Bought back from the war by Claire’s husband’s granddad. Full picture of the whole bullet case is to the right: 
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If you’ve been following the magazine you’ll know that there’s been a few competitions leading up to the fifth 

issue. Here’s the winners for each completion, thank you and well done to everyone who got involved!  
 

If you missed out on these, why not enter our new competition? Details are at the bottom of this page. 

A big thanks to those who very kindly donated prizes for these competitions;  

Selective Mutism Network, Kathryn Harper, Tom Neely and Marian B Moldan. 

If you would like to donate a prize for a future giveaway please email Rosie: contact@findingourvoices.co.uk 

                    New Competition! 

 
If you didn’t get a chance to join in with these competitions you don’t have to panic, there is another giveaway with a chance to win a copy 
of children’s book Charli’s Choices by Marian B. Moldan, LCSW-R. 
 
Charli never says a word outside her house. She only speaks to her mother and father, and if her nana 
and poppy come over, it takes her a long time to say any words.  One day, Charli’s best friend from 
school, comes over to play. Lily, who brings a big sack of toys to share, must rely on Charli’s mother to 
ask choice questions that encourage Charli to practice talking. As her mother gives her choices, Charli 
soon begins to open up and talk to Lily. Charli chooses which colored marker she wants to use, what she 
wants to draw, and whether she wants to borrow one of Lily’s markers. Charli and Lily are having so 
much fun! Charli’s Choices is a beneficial, interactive children’s book for educators, children, and parents 
that offers valuable insight into selective mutism as a little girl’s mother teaches her, through specific 
questions, how to communicate successfully with others. 
 

See more at: http://bookstore.archwaypublishing.com/Products/SKU-000722258/Charlis-Choices.aspx 
 

To be in with a chance to win all you need to do is let me know how you would help someone with SM. 

Email your answers to Rosie: contact@findingourvoices.co.uk 

To win a copy of Tom Neely’s book Mary-Ellen 

O’Keefe’s Word Speaking Diet we asked you to 

send over something arty. 

Winner: Donna 
Picture:   

To win some SM awareness products (from SMN) we 

asked you what/who inspires you and why?  

Winner: Jody 
Who is inspired by: Our little girl inspires us, she is a selec-
tive mute but through her we are learning each day about SM 
something we knew nothing about but it's a journey we are all 

on together 

To win a copy of Kathryn 

Harper’s children's book The 

Cat Got My Tongue we 

asked you to give us your 

best random word!  

Winner: Kristin 
Random word: Echo 

 

To win a copy of Kathryn 

Harper’s new book I Have 

Something To Say we asked 

what makes you smile? 

Winner: Maz 
What makes you smile: My friends 

make me smile very much  
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PERSONA MEDUSA: AN EMBODIED TALE OF ANXIETY 
 By Declan James Sharry  

  
My wedding was coming up. The choice of making a speech or not had been presented to me.  

I had decided to make a speech. I wanted to make a speech. 

I had little over a year to prepare and the first 
thing I had to deal with was what happened to 
me when I first entered the school classroom at 
the age of four.  
  
When I stood on that threshold an unmerciful 
torrent of anxiety rose up inside me and en-
gulfed me whole. 
 
I stopped speaking suddenly. For my thirteen 
years of school I was paralyzed of all expres-
sion. I could not even raise my hand to go to 
the toilet, could not speak to anyone in class, 
was glued to the wall in the playground and 
when I did break away I circled to nowhere. I 
had a safe area, home, which was the only 
place I could express freely, but this safeness 
gradually became eroded by the immense anxi-
ety that ate away at me in my away from home 
life. I made it through school painfully and got 
my results to get into college. 

In college I discovered drinking and the  
camaraderie that surrounded it. This was like a 
medicine to me. There were times I was free of 
all anxiety. Although I was still extremely un-
expressive, this medicine made college at least 
bearable and at most fun. I made it through 
and got my results. I went travelling and took 
all my anxiety and shame and memories with 
me. I did not have any postcard worthy mo-
ments. 
   
I started my professional life and I went right 
back to square one. I was in an office and 
could not ask questions, could not speak to my 
workmates in the same room, dreaded breaks 
and dreaded meetings. 
  
I had often searched for a reason for that sud-
den stop sign in my life. If there was just a 
pinpoint of a bad thing that had happened then 
I could put my finger on it and deal with it but 
there was nothing out of the ordinary. I en-
tered the term ‘shyness’ into an internet search 
engine. It threw up selective mutism. This was 
a revelation for me.  
 
I decided that for me to make that wedding 
speech I would have to deal with the selective 
mutism issue in some way. I arranged to see a 
therapist. 
  
The therapist suggested that I write about my 
experiences. I decided to do so in the form of a 
book and call it ‘Persona Medusa: An Embodied 
Tale of Anxiety’. 
  
I have used imagery as much as possible to 
describe the anxiety to bypass the intellect and 
hit you in the gut much like anxiety itself.  
 I incorporated an exercise from Kristin 
Linklaters ‘Freeing the Natural Voice’ into the 

structure of Persona Medusa. As you read 
into the book you are dropping down your 
spine on the spinal roll. You are moving 
from your head to your animal instinctual 
centre, from your thoughts to your feelings 
and an essential true unencumbered you. 
  
Overlaid on top of this structure is a tale of 
being stalked through a jungle by a tiger 
that eventually catches up and pounces 
which is to represent the fight or flight 
response. The chapter headings reflect the 
perceived threats and then the actual attack 
such as New Territory for first day at 
school, Tiger Eyes for roll call, Clearing for 
home, Stepping on a Twig for fear of 
speaking in class, Attack for being mugged 
on the street, Blood Trail for living with the 
shame and embarrassment and Home for 
making peace with the stalking tiger and 
rising and speaking with a fully embodied 
voice. 

 The book also alludes to the mythic battle 
between Perseus and Medusa. As you de-
scend the spine you are looking into your 
pelvic basin which is Perseus shield. You 
see your past reflected here and know it 
can do you no harm. Medusas head is sym-
bolic of the thoughts that the feeling of 
anxiety caused and all the shames and 
embarrassments from your past are built up 
there. You reach the bottom and slice Me-
dusas head off. Pegasus and Chrysaor fly 
free from her body. Pegasus, the winged 
horse, symbolic of a new life and Chrysaor 
the giant with the golden sword symbolic of 
continuing the fight but with the golden 
light of wisdom gained from harsh experi-
ence.  
  
Everyone who fights for mental health is a 
hero. 
  
I hope this book helps someone out there.   
  
PS I am now happily married with one child. 

“I was paralyzed of all expression” 

“I went travelling and took all my anxiety 

and shame and memories with me.” “I have used imagery as much as possible to 

describe the anxiety to bypass the intellect and 

hit you in the gut, much like anxiety itself.” 

Making peace with the stalking tiger 

Perseus and Medusa 

“I entered the term ‘shyness’ into an internet search engine and 

it threw up selective mutism. This was a revelation for me.” 

 For more information on the 
book Persona Medusa  

An Embodied Tale of Anxiety  
visit: 

 http://amzn.com/1515186407  
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Megan is a talented young person with SM whose artwork 
was featured in the fourth issue of Finding Our Voices maga-
zine, as well as being on the front cover of the British Journal 
of Psychiatry! During July, Megan’s art was also featured in 
the snowART exhibition at the GX Gallery in London.  
 
The exhibition showcased artwork by psychiatrist Dr. Richard 
Corrigall along with some of the young people at the Snows-
fields Adolescent Unit.  
 

You can watch a video of Megan’s artwork from the exhibi-
tion below: 

https://youtu.be/gGERkEOCnGQ  

Suffering in Silence; Breaking Through 
Selective Mutism is an upcoming book 
with an anticipated release date of Sep-
tember 2015. 
 
Mac is a licensed clinical therapist work-
ing in a therapeutic day school, treating 
children diagnosed with many mental 
health conditions. In addition, she is the 
mom of identical twin daughters diag-
nosed with selective mutism. 
 
In the last 18 months since her twins’ 
SM diagnosis, she has put in a lot of 
hard work, advocacy, and dedication to 
help them reduce their ineffective symp-
toms, in addition to shedding many 
tears- both sad and happy. Mac’s goal is 
to offer other parents a sense of univer-
sality to know they are not alone with 
this disorder, as well as offer a sense of 
hope as their children break out of their 
silence. 

 
Mac is able to write about the topic of selec-
tive mutism from three different perspec-
tives: 

as a clinical therapist, detailing out criti-
cal treatment techniques; 

as a school professional, helping people 
understand how to help these 
children decrease anxiety at school 
to become verbal with staff and 
peers; and 

as a mom, sharing crucial information 
on parenting strategies to help 
these children succeed both at 
home and in social situations. 

 
When academia meets personal experience, 
an excellent resource is written.  
 
Visit her website for details on the upcoming 
manuscript: 
 
 www.breakingthroughselectivemutism.com 
 

Suffering in Silence; Breaking Through Selective Mutism 
By Donna Mac, LCPC 

Here’s just a couple of compliments about the exhibition which were 
sent to Dr Richard Corrigall: 
 
“I just wanted to say how much we enjoyed the evening and I wanted 
to thank you so much for giving Megan this amazing opportunity to 
share her artwork, I think it has given her a much needed confidence 
boost and she appears to be confident and comfortable in your com-
pany, as were lots of the other young adults from the unit, which is 
testimony to you as an amazing consultant who understands them and 
they recognise this.” - Connie, Megan’s mum 
 
“Just wanted to say how much we liked the exhibition!! Loved your 
photos, and as you said we thought Megan’s work was particularly 
amazing, with all the colours and textures. She is incredibly talented.” - 
Francesca Muccio, Assistant Psychologist 

GX Gallery Art Exhibition 
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“The Selective Mutism Network was started because I have two little girls who have selective mutism. I couldn't find 

any help or support and decided if I can help my girls with their anxiety I would dedicate my life to helping other 

families. I quit my job of 15 years and started our Non Profit organization. We believe all children who have this con-

dition should receive the right help. Our goal is to help as many children and adults find resources and support in 

their area. Working together to find the proper help for SM is the only way to overcome this condition. We believe 

the main focus is to get the child comfortable, then work on the speaking part. Our organization supplies paperwork 

for the school administrators and teachers and we also provide the teacher with a customized goal chart for him/her 

to fill out weekly in class. This way, the parent or any specialist working with the child can see what he/she is and is 

not doing at school. The key is to intervene early. The sooner a child is helped to work through his/her fear of 

speaking the better. Our main focus is helping each child find their voice...” 

  
  
 
 
  
 

How would you describe the Selective Mutism Network in five words?   

 

Helping children find their voice 
  
Both of your daughters have had SM which was the driving force behind SMN. When did you first set up SMN and how did it  

happen? 

 
I remember my oldest Arianna was only five years old when we found out she had this condition. The elementary school that she attended locked 
her up in a small room, refused to follow her 504 Plan, and told us she was being abused. I would see her come home hurt from being bullied. 
The school also called Child Services stating that she does not talk at school so we believe something bad is going on at home. I had to show 
them all the SM paperwork and school paperwork I had, then they asked me, "why did the school call and not tell us she had this condition". This 
is all because I demanded help for my daughter and would never take no for an answer.  
  
What happened to her in school and what they put us through should NEVER happen to another parent of a child who has a disability. I remem-
ber crying everyday she would come home from school because I can see the hurt in her eyes. I called every number that I thought could help 
me and found none. Years went by with no help and I found out that her younger sister also didn't talk in school. This is when I quit my job, I 
held my head up and helped my girls myself. I came up with paperwork and goal charts for the girls school. I then put together a meeting with 
the school staff and teachers involved and trained them on how to work with my girls. I was not sure if this would work, but all I can do is try. At 
this time I had to get the girls transferred from that horrible school and we started off fresh with a brand new school. Within a week, both girls 
said their first word ever in school and I knew I was on the right path. This is something that I was supposed to do, and I've been helping others 
since. It feels so good when I get a message from a parent telling me how we helped their son or daughter. That is priceless. 
  
  
 How are your daughters doing now? 
 
Arianna is now in High School. I'm so proud of her because she has been through so much. She is 
talking in school and to her teachers. She is still a quiet girl, but that anxiety will always be there. She 
still remembers what happened to her when she first started school but she has moved on to now 
speaking in settings that she's never spoke in before. Arianna also has a great set of friends who she 
hangs out with at school and even has sleep overs often. All the parents tell me that she talks non-stop 
with them. She just spent a week with her friend and their family in NC and had a great time. 
  

  
Angelique is also doing great. We found out she had SM at 
the age of three and I started helping her right away. She 
now talks non-stop at school and outside of school. At the 
park she is the loudest one and I love it. I look at both girls 
and remember when they both said nothing, had accidents 
at school, didn't eat at all, and did not participate to see 
them now and say I'm glad I never gave up. It was hard 
work, but worth it.  
  
  
I really worked hard with both my girls. They went from putting their head down when out in public to 
now ordering food etc. I had to coach them "which was very hard" but it worked. It's like taking baby 
steps with kids with selective mutism. I remember taking Arianna to Disneyworld to meet a girl who 
worked there who had SM...and to see them both talk to each other was so powerful. This girl also 
had a twin sister who also had SM who worked at Universal. I also remember taking the girls to Uni-
versal Studios on the ET ride and they had to give the lady their names. It took them forever to get it 
out, but they did it and everyone in line clapped. I think they can see they had trouble talking and no-
one pressured them to hurry up. The smiles on the girls faces were great.  
  
 

 
 

In this issue we interview Angel from the Selective Mutism Network 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Angel’s daughters Arianna and Angelique 
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Do your daughters get involved with SMN? 

 
Yes they do... Arianna has a personal page on our website called "Arianna's Corner" where she helps and answers 
questions for parents and is great at doing it. She also speaks or texts other kids with SM and helps them.  
  
Angelique loves to help mommy stuff envelopes of awareness items to mail to people. She even helps at the Post 
Office. Staff at our local Post Office know about SM since I've been going and they all now wear one of our Selective 
Mutism Awareness bracelets to show their support. One worker told me that she thinks she had SM as a child be-
cause she didn't speak in school.  
 
As a parent, what helped you the most when your daughters had SM? 

 
What helped me most when I found out my girls had SM was my husband, my girls, and my family. They encour-
aged me to never give up and for me to help them and others going through this and I have not stopped yet. I went 
from five people on my Facebook page to almost 3000. I hardly now get any sleep but it's worth it if I can help others.  
   

This October is selective mutism awareness month. How do you help raise awareness of SM? 

 
I help raise awareness about this condition by doing whatever I need to do. I carry our SM Awareness cards 
around to hand out to everyone I come in contact with to educate them more about SM. I contact numerous 
schools and mail out information to help them if they ever get a child with SM at the school, and we also give 
parents tons of resources to help them. We reach out to other organizations to make them aware of SM, and I 
decided to come out with several awareness items for this condition only because I had seen none. I would 
drive around and see things all the time for other conditions but nothing for SM. I thought why, and came up 
with items that would also educate others about this condition.  
  
We are proud to have Awareness Bears, Support Bracelets, Ribbons, T-Shirts, Mouse Pads, ID Bracelets, 
Awareness Cards, Car Magnets, Tote Bags, and a great Domino Pizza Fundraiser.  
  
 We do this to help those parents who cannot afford the child's medication, doctor office visits and transporta-
tion. Also to help educate people about this disorder and for more research.  

  
What help do you offer parents and children who are struggling with SM? 

 
We offer parents resources and help in their area and give them support. I'm also a parent of two girls with this condition and know how hard it 
is. Parents can call, email, or text me anytime and I will always answer them. I can put myself in their shoes and give them the best advise I can. 
I put 100% into helping others and this is the best job I can have. I had no-one there for me and I don't want any other parent to go through 
that.  
  
Not only do we offer support for parents, etc., but we offer paperwork for the school staff and the child's teacher. We give the parents helpful tips 
on how to help the child in and out of school. SMN also gives the parents a customized goal chart for the teacher to use weekly in class. The 
parent would give the chart to the teacher every Monday and the teacher will return it home on Fridays... This way the parent and any specialist 
working with the child can see what the child is and is not doing in school. I used to ask the teachers everyday, "did she talk yet" and it was hard, 
so this is the reason we came up with our charts. So many of our members see progress right away and we are very proud to help.  
  
 You sell numerous products on your website including support bracelets and car magnets. How do you come up with the new 

ideas to raise money to support those with SM? 

 
To be honest, I come up with most of our awareness items from my girls. We sit down and they help me choose 
certain items. I'm also always thinking about new things we should be doing to raise awareness.  
  
 I also wanted to let you know that we have a brand new website (please take a look) and new packets to help 
parents. I would love to let your readers know about our new: 
  
Membership Packet 
Summer Packet 
Adult Packet 
Teen Packet 
  
 These packets come with a ton of selective mutism information, helpful resources in their area and charts to help track progress. We also have 
several new awareness items to choose from.  

 
For more information on the Selective Mutism Network, their  
member packets, SM products and more you can visit their  

website below. 
 

 www.selectivemutismnetwork.org 
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• Do your research. Have a look at their company website, 

ask other people, maybe go in and look around if it’s a 
place where you can do so. Find out what their company 
stands for, what do they sell/create/do and how can you fit 
into that?  

• Ask questions at the interview- at least one, because it 

makes you look good and seem interested in the job. Write 
them down before you go so you have them in your mind. 
Some examples could be: what are the working hours, what 
is the pay, do they offer flexi time (where you can work 
extra hours to get the time back to leave early).  

• Plan your journey and get to the interview early, or at least 

on time. If you’re worried about being late you could do a 
test run so you know where to go and roughly how long it 
will take you. If you are running late don’t panic because 
these things do happen, perhaps you could call or email to 
let them know. It will show that you are good at communi-
cating! 

• If there’s a question that you can’t answer, ask if you can 

have a think and come back to it at the end. Sometimes our 
minds can go blank when we panic so remember to breathe 
and take your time - no one will be sitting there with a 
stopwatch timing you. 

• Practice and try imaging yourself being confident in the 

interview before you go. If you have someone who can 
pretend to interview you and give feedback it may help you 
feel more prepared. 

• Have some answers prepared to normal interview questions 

- What can you bring to the company? (Focus these on what 
you have learnt about the company.) What are your 
strengths/weaknesses? (Again, try and use strengths that 
would work well within this company. Be honest when talk-
ing about your weaknesses but also try and turn them into a 
positive; I’m not the best at talking to people face to face 
but I know this is something I need to work on and am try-
ing to improve by doing things that scare me, like this inter-
view!) 

• Make yourself stand out - what can you do to be remem-

bered at the interview? I’m not talking about anything too 
drastic (no dressing up as a giant clown), but just try to 
bring attention to the little things that make you unique. 
Perhaps you make your own jewellery (wear some and think 
of a way to bring it up), have been skydiving (put it on your 
CV under achievements), or are a keen runner (again, add it 
to your CV or find a way to mention it in your interview an-
swers). Put as much of you and your personality into your 
CV and interview as you can and they will remember you as 
an individual person instead of as just another interviewee. 

• Be realistic. You’re not going to get every single job that you 

apply for - you’re not superwoman or superman (sorry). If 
you don’t get the job it certainly doesn’t mean that you 
weren’t good enough, it simply means that there was some-
one else who was more suited to the job position than you 
were at that moment in time. Brush it off and carry on. 

So, you’ve finished school/college/uni, or have had a sudden brave moment and want to take that step forward and start look-

ing at jobs? Well done you!  
 

It’s exciting looking for a job, with so many different options and opportunities on what you could do. When you decide on what you want, start 
researching possible companies that you could apply to. Job websites are good but you could also email or call companies direct and ask if they 
are hiring if they don’t mention it on their website - the worst that can happen is they say no and you move onto the next one.  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Before you apply for a job it’s a good idea to update your CV to reflect the job you are applying for - what strengths do you have that will help in 
this particular job? What tasks in your previous jobs or outside of work have you done that might relate to this job? You also might want to con-
sider temporary work, volunteering or short courses to gain experience while you are job hunting. It can slowly introduce you to what you want 
to do with less pressure than jumping straight into  a full time job, plus it’ll make you stand out more when you put it on your CV.  

 
I know it can be difficult to put ourselves out there, with the possibility of rejection, when we’re looking for a job. Even when you find something 
you want to do and somewhere you’d like to work, there’s the job interview to get through; sitting, talking to people, about yourself. It’s perhaps 
enough to put anyone off trying to get a job but it’s definitely worth the effort. Don’t despair because it’s entirely normal to feel petrified (even if 
you don’t have selective mutism) and you can certainly get through it.  
 
Here’s some advice that might help you on your way. 

Most importantly, don’t see the interview as a test but look at it as an opportunity; you are both interviewing each other. When 

you’re at the company, have a look at the other people working- do they look like they enjoy working there? Could you picture 

yourself with them? You need to find out if this is a place where you would like to work and would be happy doing so.  

 

Please don’t be put off trying to get a job purely because of selective mutism. You are no less capable than anyone else. People with SM have 
gone on to be singers, comedians, writers... You don’t need to change your dreams and you can do anything you set your mind to. 

 
If you’d like more help/advice or would like to share your own experience, keep a watch out on the Finding Our Voices website where there will 

soon be an Over To You page where everyone can share their own tips, advice and experiences on different subjects like job hunting, schools and 

social dilemmas. 
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With all the ‘celebrities’ in the media it’s sometimes difficult to find someone who really inspires 
us so Finding Our Voices asked the question: who or what inspires you?  

Here’s some real inspiration for us all. 

Anyone who can sing karaoke 

and not care what people 

think of them. Something I've 

always wanted to attempt but 

not sure if I ever will! 

My daughter inspires me 

- she is brave and willing 

to try new things, from 

swimming to rowing to 

dancing onstage, but 

talking to others outside 

of the immediate family 

is just still too difficult. 

My mother friends inspire and en-

courage and nurture me and my 

kids. I couldn't be the parent I am 

without them. - Kristin 

People who are caring and 

joyful and greet others with 

a smile, and seem to find 

conversation easy. They are 

so fortunate. 

My grand daughter Carmen, who is in grade 8 re-

cently made a short announcement over the 

school's P.A. system. How courageous is that for a 

young girl with selective mutism? I can only imag-

ine the courage it must have taken for Carmen to 

take such a giant step forward. Her courage, 

strength and determination to overcome the obsta-

cles that challenge her every day, inspires me to 

do better as a person. 

My son and his 

terrifying mutism 

People who have 

overcome selective 

mutism because it 

gives me hope. 

A lot of my inspiration comes from the fact that so 

many of those with SM go voiceless. Anxiety is very 

hard to put into words and most don't exactly know 

why they can't speak, so lots of children don't know 

how to explain their anxieties to their parents and 

teachers. Also, there are many children and teens 

who are afraid of speaking about it, in fear of what 

others will think and say. Mental health is a very hard 

topic to talk about, so it inspires me to serve as a 

voice for SM. Another of my biggest inspirations 

comes from the people who don't understand. The 

ones who say SM isn't real or that it's not a big deal. 

The ones who bully us cause we're "weird". The ones 

who think we are just spoiled or that we choose not 

to talk. The ones who think we can't grow into suc-

cessful adults. The ones who never get a chance to 

hear our side of the story. It's those people who 

make me want to use my voice to raise awareness 

and teach others what it's truly like to have SM.   
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In the USA, October is selective mutism awareness month. Other parts of the world are now starting to join in and, although it may not be an 
official awareness month in other countries, I think it’s a good idea to have a month dedicated to doing all we can to help raise much needed 

awareness for this misjudged and misunderstood condition.  

What will you be doing to raise awareness of SM 

during October? 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Lauren Whiteway’s awareness videos 

 

My name is Lauren Whiteway, I am seventeen years old, 
and I am from New Brunswick, Canada. Three years ago, my life 
drastically changed when I developed and was diagnosed with 
selective mutism. I am now an avid blogger and Youtuber who 
shares her challenges and advice in dealing with this disorder in 
hopes of spreading more awareness and showing other families 
that they are not alone. I hope you enjoy my blog and videos and 
find them helpful. I’m always looking for ideas for new blog top-
ics, so feel free to pass on any suggestions.  
 
Have a look at some of Lauren’s videos below: 
https://www.youtube.com/user/lillyopalis/videos 
 
Or you can read her blog: http://laurenssmjourney.weebly.com/ 

Haven’t yet decided on what to do to raise awareness but want 
to get involved? Here are some suggestions for you! 

 
Spread the word 

 
Share posts about SM on social media or post your own. Update your 

profile banner on social media (like the one from the SM Space 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1462678917293033/) or make 

your own. 
 

Get others informed 

 
On page 30 of this magazine issue I have put together some informa-
tion on SM which can be printed out and distributed to whoever and 

wherever you can get it to! You could send it to local schools, doctors, 
children’s clubs, local companies, maybe even to friends and family.   

 
Get personal 

 
Share your own experience of selective mutism by posting on the 

magazine Facebook page or by tweeting #MoreThanQuiet 
Perhaps you feel brave enough to write it down and share it with 

family and friends, colleagues or classmates, or the SM community on 
social media. Whoever you feel comfortable sharing with. 

 
Every Opportunity... 

 
Tell a stranger about SM - at the bus stop, in a shop queue, at the 

gym, lunch break or at the school gates. 
 

Wear an awareness item 

 
SM bracelets, car magnets, bags, t-shirts, nail art, the list goes on... 
Whether you buy them or make your own, help spread awareness 

with some awareness items. 
 

Get creative 

 
Share your story of SM by creating art, music, poems, videos, 

stories or anything else you can think of! 
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“Hoping to help Perth Australia 
understand it more“ 

“I was trying to get some posters designed 
for people to put in schools, doctors surgery 
and any waiting room which explained SM. If 
I don't manage that I/the cafe will be posting 

and sharing things for members and our-
selves to post on their personal Facebook's to 

raise awareness within our friend group.” 

“Posting on social media and 
making collages etc to share” 

“Every October I post about SM on Facebook 
for all my friends and family to see. I also 

wear a sparkly blue awareness ribbon that I 
made, and when people ask about it, I tell 

them about SM. This year, my main goal is to 
just talk about SM and get the word out there 
any way I can. And I've always wanted to do a 
fundraiser and raise money for SM, so maybe 

that's something I could try.” 
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————— 

 

We are grateful for the generous support of the Straight Charitable Trust and Redleaf PR for this campaign. 

 

Someone – we don’t know who – decreed that October should be SM Awareness Month. Although SMIRA has al-

ways said that ‘every day is Awareness Day’ we will be taking part this year. Our main focus will be on 1st-17th Octo-

ber, the rest of the month usually being given over to school half-term holidays, when things are quiet. However, 

we hope that the momentum will carry on for as long as possible. 
 

Although local media contacts will be made by some of our members, Redleaf PR will be handling those at national level, as well as contact with 
professional organisations. We hope to have articles appearing in a number of newspapers and magazines, and there may also be something on 

TV if it can be arranged. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
SMIRA has developed a new logo, and a new website is being built which is now live - http://smira.org.uk/ 

 
 

Social Media Campaign  

 
This is the fun part of the campaign! We are calling it our ‘Make a Noise for Selective Mutism Awareness’ campaign. We have in mind something 

that will appeal to all age groups and can be transferred from social media into fundraising and other events, either involving individuals or 
groups of people. A ‘Text to Donate’ number has been set up. Our team are very enthusiastic about this campaign and we think you’ll all like it! 

Events 
 

London 

We are hoping to hold a London event, possibly at the House of Commons, with invitations going out to MP’s and key people. We are unable to 
give a date at the moment, as Parliament is not sitting at the moment and we need an MP available to sponsor us! This will be organised by 

Redleaf PR. 
 

Leicester 
The Great Hall at The Guildhall, Leicester, on Thursday 15th October, 11.30 a.m. – 2.-30 p.m. 

The Guildhall is an historic venue operated by Leicester Museums. It is next to Leicester Cathedral and in the heart of Leicester’s King Richard III 
tourist area. 

 
This will be an informal, reception-type event, organised by SMIRA. We will be issuing invitations to local media and key local personnel/

organisations and we are taking names of members who wish to come along. The venue is open to the public, although not widely used, and we 
are happy for this to continue during our event. A number of short presentations will begin at 12 noon. 

 

 

We hope everyone will join us in raising awareness of selective mutism! 
 

Lindsay Whittington, Co-ordinator, SMIRA 

SMIRA are also selling awareness products, find out more on their Make a Noise for 
SM Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/Makeanoise4SM?fref=ts 
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For me personally, I'm still not 

very confident talking or posting 

about SM on my personal Face-

book page and I'm imaging a lot 

of you feel the same, so I 

wanted to do something a little 

different for the awareness 

month this year. 

 

When I was at school and my 

SM was at its worst, everyone 

would call me quiet. They'd all 

say "Oh, you're so quiet", as if it 

was something I hadn't realised 

before. Why everyone had to tell 

me I don't know, but after a few 

years of these daily comments I 

started to believe that 'quiet' 

was all I was. It really effected 

me, I just held back even more 

and hardly expressed myself to 

anyone. In school I had nothing 

to say, I felt nothing, I had no 

interests. How do you even start 

to show people who you really 

are when you feel like you've 

forgotten yourself? 
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October is nearly here and that means 

it's extra awareness time for SM!  

Meet Guinness, he is officially the worlds largest sock 

monkey! Guinness is 3.19 meters tall (10ft 6 inches) 

and was made from 66 pairs of socks, 15kg of hollow-

fibre, and weighs two and a half stone (16kg). 

 

Guinness will be helping us to raise awareness of se-

lective mutism throughout October by sharing facts 

and quotes about SM. Keep a look out for his updates 

on Facebook and Twiiter and please like and share 

them to spread the message further! 

Every single person with SM is 

unique and we all have our own 

little quirks. We've all got differ-

ent interests, hobbies, talents, 

likes and dislikes. This October I 

wanted to bring a bit of positivity 

back for those with SM and to 

remind everyone that there is 

more to your life than just being 

quiet. Yes, we might be quiet at 

times but we are so much more 

than that. 

 

So this October I'm going to try 

and be brave and will be posting 

on the Finding Our Voices web-

site, Facebook page and Twitter 

with all the silly little things about 

who I am behind the SM (and 

maybe sharing some embarrass-

ing old photos too). Feel  free to 

join in posting about who you are 

behind the SM and be as creative 

as you like! 

Have a look at some of your 

#MoreThanQuiet comments on the next page 

and join in yourself by posting about who you 

are behind the SM on Facebook or Twitter 
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There were so many times when I was younger at school when I doubted who I was. It wasn’t just the normal teenager identity crisis either; 
it went much deeper than that. It was almost like I was two different people living in the same body - the ‘me’ at home where I was relaxed 

and the ‘me’ at school where I was... Well, I wasn’t much of anything, really. Because I didn’t talk at school it was like I had no personality, no 
way of showing others who I was, and no way of anyone getting close enough to me to work it out. The longer I spent my life in that way, the 

more I started wondering if the real me was the one that everyone saw each day at school. If no one heard or saw the ‘me’ that was in my 
head then how did I know it was even real? 

 
That’s why we’re celebrating the ‘real us’ for the awareness month. No one should be made to feel that they are just ‘the quiet one’ because 

we’re all so much more than that. 
 

We’ll be tweeting and posting during the awareness month but here’s a few to get it started off! 
 

Join in with the More Than Quiet campaign this awareness month by sharing insights into the ‘real you’ 

#MoreThanQuiet 

Join in!   
 # MoreThanQuiet       

# SelectiveMutism 

One of my nicknames is 
'Pig' as according to my 

dad I have little piggy eyes 
(thankfully piglets are one 
of my favourite animals so 

I don't mind!)  

I love to dance! It has been a 
huge passion of mine since I 
was little, and it's really fun. 
Due to my "quietness", most 
people are surprised when I 

tell them I've danced on stage 
for years, but I love it! It's 

one of my favourite things to 
do!  

I love Bars and  
Melody and Justin 
Bieber, also my fa-

vourite colour is pink 
and purple. 

I love reading,  
especially Harry Potter. 

I like to listen to the 
Vamps and McBusted.  

It is my daughter who 
has SM: at home she is 
likes to put on perform-
ances for us, shouts and 
laughs out loud, and can 

be quite bossy... :)  

#MoreThanQuiet Tweets: 
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With all the adult colouring books doing the rounds I thought I’d jump onto the 
bandwagon with these colouring pages to print off and use. Thanks very much to 

Danni who sent in the suggestion for colouring pages, what a great idea! 
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If you’d like to send in your artwork you can email Rosie:  
contact@findingourvoices.co.uk 
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What is Shaping as an Intervention for Children with Selective Mutism? 

A video by Lucy Nathanson 

Lucy Nathanson is a child therapist who 
spoke at the SMIRA conference earlier this 
year. Her video about the do’s and don’ts 
when interacting with a child with SM has 
been viewed over 2,500 times on Youtube 
and she now has another video about the 
technique of shaping when working with a 
child with SM. Here are the main points 
from her video on shaping: 
 

• The sliding in technique (a form of 

desensitisation) is often quicker 
than shaping, but shaping is use-
ful if you are a keyworker for a 
child with SM and a conversational 
partner is not present.  

 

• Begin with building rapport with 

the child - playing games, draw-
ing; anything not involving talking. 
This may go on for several weeks 
until child is comfortable in the 
presence of the keyworker. 

 

• Start to encourage the child to merge 

these sounds to make a word 
 

• The process is very gradual; starting 

with simpler sounds, slowly building to 
more sounds and eventually to whole 
words.  

 

• It’s important to be creative. Find out 

what the child’s interests are and adapt 
the shaping technique to suit. A couple 
of examples from Lucy include using a 
made up ‘fairy language’ and making 
an ice-cream machine noise - it’s about 
the excitement of the activity.  

 

• Make it creative and enjoyable 

 
View Lucy’s video on shaping on YouTube: 

  http://tinyurl.com/p5rgpdq 

• The keyworker will then start to encour-

age the child, encouraging them to make 
noises and then slowly increase this. The 
keyworker should act normally when the 
child starts making noises - no praise etc. 
Lucy suggests repeating a noise slowly 
and calmly (as children may copy). 
Noises that a child doesn’t have to move 
their mouth for are a lot are less scary 
than others. Never move on to a differ-
ent noise until the child is completely 
comfortable making the sound.  

 

The Selective Mutism Foundation, Inc. is a national non-profit organization founded in 1991. This 

summary is intended to be informational and to assist with identifying undiagnosed and misdiag-

nosed students struggling with selective mutism, a misunderstood and socially crippling disorder. 

Selective mutism is a social anxiety disorder most commonly found 
in children and often mistaken and misdiagnosed as autism. On 
the surface some of the characteristics may appear to mimic autis-
tic behaviors. However selective mutism is currently described as a 
social anxiety disorder and is included in the Diagnostic and Statis-
tical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) in the anxiety disorders 
section, diagnostic code 313.23. 
 
Selective mutism is characterized by a persistent failure to speak in 
select settings, usually most evident in school. Typically these 
children speak normally to their parents at home and possibly a 
few select others with whom they feel comfortable. Other charac-
teristics may include no or minimal eye contact or interaction, 
remaining expressionless or motionless and/or pointing or nodding 
their head in lieu of responding or speaking up. Shyness and em-
barrassment of their voice being heard plays a significant role in 
the associated behaviors. Some will non-verbally participate in 
activities while others will stand off to the side, alone, in a play-
ground - frozen with embarrassment and fear. 
 
It is crucial to understand that selectively mute children do speak 
normally, respond, and interact normally in settings where they are 
comfortable and that they have no related learning difficulties.  It 
is also imperative to understand that the failure to speak is not a 
refusal to speak and that the associated behaviors are not willful or 
related to stubbornness, abuse, speech/language deficits or emo-
tional problems. In fact, some are able to speak on the phone 
because the face-to-face eye contact is removed. 
 
Prior to making a diagnosis of autism or autism spectrum, teach-
ers, school staff, therapists, and other professionals should ask 
family members if the child speaks at home or anywhere else. This 

is important for ensuring the proper educational setting; IEP or 504 
Plan development and for therapeutic treatment interventions for the 
student. Some parents/family members that have not heard of selective 
mutism assume that their child is autistic, while others provide videos of 
the child speaking to teachers and therapists as proof that they can 
verbalize normally. Assuming that the child is autistic can lead to inap-
propriate interventions that can cause the mutism to become embed-
ded and more difficult to treat. 
 
As the pioneers of selective mutism, we devised behavioral interven-
tions and school based accommodations that are used to assist these 
individuals with speaking up and overcoming social anxiety. 
 
Many adults who report having had selective mutism as children de-
scribe themselves as having residuals of the disorder. Many are able to 
speak up but struggle with doing so and have symptoms of social anxi-
ety and low self-esteem. It is important to keep in mind that the vast 
majority of adults who struggled with selective mutism did not receive 
formal treatment because there was no research, understanding of or 
attention given to the disorder until now. 
 
More research is needed to understand exactly what causes selective 
mutism and how to successfully treat it. The disorder appears to be 
inherited or linked to family members who have an array of anxiety 
disorders and/or panic attacks. Due to the ongoing undiagnosed and 
misdiagnosed cases it is not possible to determine how many individu-
als have selective mutism. 
 
Written by Sue Newman-Mercado   3/2015 
Co-founder, Selective Mutism Foundation, Inc. 
www.selectivemutismfoundation.org 
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Like many people with selective mutism, I’m not very good at being open and sharing personal details about my life. But, as it’s the awareness 
month, I wanted to share a bit more about myself with you because when I was younger it definitely would have helped knowing that someone 

else had been through the same thing and survived! So, here’s a few letters that I wrote about SM when I was younger. 

Writing was how I started to communicate again after many years 
of not being able to talk. Scribbling notes to people in school, typing 

to people in other countries, emailing and writing long letters. I 
used to keep diaries (which I later burnt because they were too 

horrible to read!) and that helped me to get my thoughts out. The 
website I wrote about in the letter on the right doesn’t exist any-
more, but sharing my story on there was the first step I took to-

wards being open about SM.  

This letter is what I wrote shortly after I first found out that there was something called selective mutism. Before then, I hadn’t really thought 
much about it - I just assumed that I was different and the only one who didn’t talk. I found a couple of other people who also had SM and 

talked to them online - it helped me feel not so alone. 

When I was around 14 years old I wrote a letter about why I didn’t talk and one of my teachers read it out to the class at school (after letting 
me leave early so I wasn’t in the same room!) It was a bit petrifying but I’m glad I did it, I think it helped the other people in my class realise 

that I wasn’t being rude and that I was actually a human being with real thoughts and feelings. Below is the letter that was read out and also a 
letter to my parents about how I thought it went. 
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About the author: Interview with Sara Marshall-Ball 

 

Can you tell us a little about yourself? 

 
I grew up in Cambridge and I’ve been writing since I was old 
enough to put pen to paper. I now live in Brighton and work as an 
insurance claims assessor (it’s not glamorous, but I do get to spend 
all day giving money to people who deserve it, so it’s not a bad 
job), and I do most of my writing either in the mornings or at week-
ends. An extract from Hush was shortlisted for Myriad’s First Drafts 
Competition while I was doing my MA, so when I finished the book 
I sent it to them, and thankfully they liked it enough to publish it. 
I’m currently around two thirds of the way through my next novel. 
 

Hush is your first published novel. How long did it take you 

to write and can you tell us about your writing process? 

 
It took about three and a half 
years to write. My very first 
novel, which I’ve never tried to 
get published, took five years, 
so I like to think I’m steadily 
improving! I was writing Hush 
at the same time as working 
and doing my MA, so it was 
difficult to get myself into a 
proper routine – I think my 
process at that point was ‘sit 
down and see what comes 
out’. I didn’t know what the 
end of the book was going to 
be when I started it – I didn’t 
even know it was going to be 
more than a short story when 
I first wrote the prologue – but 
I kept going with it at the 
suggestion of some of my fellow MA students, and it developed 
from there. My process now is a bit more refined – I try to make an 
effort to plan a bit more (not much, but a little bit) and to write on 
a more regular basis, generally in the mornings before work. Hope-
fully by the time I’ve written my twentieth novel I’ll have figured out 
how it’s supposed to be done! 

 

At what point during writing the book did you decide to 

have Lily as a selective mute? 

 

I don’t remember actively making a decision about it – she just 
wasn’t able to speak. I could feel her struggling with speech when I 
was writing the prologue, and then when I went back to her child-
hood she wasn’t able to speak at all. I know it can sometimes 
sound a bit ridiculous when writers talk about their characters as if 
they make their own decisions, but it genuinely does feel that way – 
I never sat down and planned to write a character with selective 
mutism, she just turned up that way. 

When the novel Hush was first published, the original blurb caused a bit of a commotion in the SM community with 

the words ‘Lily prefers to stay silent’. But, not wanting to judge by the cover, I read the book and interviewed the 

author Sara Marshall-Ball to find out more. 

About the book... 
 

A tragic event from their childhood changes the lives of sisters Lily and Connie. Their mother draws back into herself and spends an increasing 

amount of time on her own, seemingly unable to bond with her children. Their father turns to other people for help, and Lily’s sister Connie tries 

to portray herself as the strong one who needs to protect her younger sister. Lily, much to her family’s anguish, just remains silent.  
 

As an adult Lily has a job giving lectures to a room full of students but still struggles with day to day communication at times. Connie still plays 

the older, stronger sister role but secretly she’s scared of asking for help and of admitting she’s overwhelmed.  
 

The book follows the two sisters, switching from their current adult situations to their childhood and back again, as they are forced to confront 

memories when a death brings them back to their childhood home. The sisters must find a way to communicate and start to work towards finding 

out exactly what happened many years ago to cause Lily’s silence.  

How is SM portrayed in the book? 

 

After reading the book I feel that Lily, the character in the book with 
SM, is well written. After being silent for many childhood years Lily 
grows up to have a career as a lecturer where she speaks to large 
groups of students, even though she still struggles a little with day to 
day communication. It accurately conveys that it is certainly possible to 
recover from selective mutism but the effects of the disorder may re-
main well into adulthood.  

 

 I’ve put together a few quotes from the book below which I think 
those who have experienced SM may be able to relate to. The first is a 
conversation between Lily’s father Marcus and her grandmother about 
Lily not talking: 

 

‘...they might say she’s difficult, or antisocial, or what have you.’  

‘In what way is she difficult?’ 

 ‘Oh, Marcus, come on.’ His mother put down the wine glass and the 

tea towel. ‘You find it difficult, don’t you? Having a daughter who  

doesn’t speak?’ 

... ‘Yes,’ he admitted at last. ‘Of course it’s difficult.’  

‘So how do you imagine it is for other people, who don’t have the same 

love for her that you do? Can’t you imagine how hard it is for them?’  

He sighed. ‘But it’s not as though she misbehaves.’  

‘Not talking is a form of misbehaviour, Marcus.’  

He glared at her, but she held his gaze, steadily. ‘But she’s not – it’s 

not like that.’ 

 
I imagine many parents would have had similar conversations while 
trying to explain their child’s reasons for not talking, whether to family, 
friends, strangers, or some parents who have to explain it to profes-
sionals who are unaware of selective mutism. Luckily, there are profes-
sionals out there who, even though they may not have previously 
heard of SM, do want to help. In the book Hush, Lily had sessions with 
Dr Mervyn who understood her needs: 
 
Lily didn’t reply, and Dr Mervyn stopped asking questions. He knew 

that Lily didn’t respond well to anything she perceived as pressure. As 

if she would only talk when she thought people weren’t interested in 

the response. 

 
Dr Mervyn didn’t start the conversation, and he didn’t ask open ques-

tions. Because of this, she knew he wasn’t trying to trick her. He didn’t 

engage her in games to try to get her to talk, or treat her as if she 

were incapable of making her own decisions. Over the course of three 

months they built up an unconventional, not-quite-doctor-patient rela-

tionship, borne mostly out of mutual respect for each other’s privacy. 

  
Those with SM often feel more relaxed with less pressure and get on 
well with others who realise and respect that, and this is referenced 
throughout the book. 
 
References:  Marshall-Ball, Sara (2015-06-25). Hush (Kindle Locations 969-977, 3705-3707 and 

2646-2649). Myriad Editions. Kindle Edition.  
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The original blurb for the book mentioned that Lily 

'preferred to stay silent' which has now been removed. On 

the Bookanista website you give insight into writing Lily as 

a silent character, saying: 'It would have been easy enough 

to give a running commentary on her thoughts, but I was 

more interested in seeing Lily in the way that other charac-

ters saw her...’  Was this part of the reason for the original 

blurb? 

 
I’m not actually sure where the original blurb came from – it’s been 
through a few different versions over the past year, so it was a bit 
of a collaborative effort between me and my editor, and that just 
happened to be the version we were working with at the time the 
information was sent to Amazon. I don’t think either of us noticed 
the difficulty with using the word ‘preferred’ at the time – I wasn’t 
quite so aware of the issues surrounding selective mutism and the 
idea of choice as I am now (I’d just always thought it was obvious 
that it wasn’t a choice!) – but the blurb was refined over time to 
make it more accurate. 

You also mention that writing Lily in the way that others 

saw her ‘meant relying on expression and movement to 

convey her character, rather than waiting for her to tell me 

what she was thinking.'  Why did you decide to write in that 

way rather than letting readers inside Lily's head? 

 

I suppose I just found it a more interesting way of telling Lily’s 
story. I like to think it made me more aware of what it would be 
like, living with someone who struggles with speech, because at 
times it was quite frustrating trying to get to the root of what she 
was thinking or feeling. 

 

What have you learnt about selective mutism since writing 

the book? 

 
I feel like I’ve learnt a lot – but whether or not I managed to reflect 
this in the book is for readers to decide! The most interesting thing 
was learning that most people with selective mutism are only silent 
in certain situations. This isn’t the case with Lily, of course, but her 
situation is fairly unique. 

Hush centres around the sister relationship of Lily and Con-

nie. Do you have siblings yourself and has your sibling ex-

perience shaped the way you wrote Lily and Connie? 

 

I have two brothers, but I wouldn’t say my relationships with them 
had too much of an influence on the way I wrote Lily and Connie. I 
took most of my inspiration for their relationship from close friend-
ships I’ve had since childhood – I think having friends you’ve grown 
up with is almost the same as having sisters, in the sense that you 
know each other’s history almost as well as you know your own 
(and probably aren’t afraid of expressing your frustrations, as you 
might be with less trusted friends!). 

 

On the Bookanista website (Capturing The Silence) you 

mention that writing a character who lacked speech made 

you realise how little people actually express their true 

feelings and emotions. What else did you learn when writ-

ing Lily and the other characters? 

 

I feel like I learnt quite a bit about the different ways that people 
cope under pressure – all of the characters in Hush are very differ-

ent in the way they approach problems, and although I don’t think 
any of their coping techniques are more or less valid than any oth-
ers, I noticed that the different approaches were the cause of quite 
a few strained relationships between the characters. I suppose it 
can be difficult to accept that people deal with problems in com-
pletely different ways, especially when their coping mechanisms – 
such as Lily’s silence – can look so much like not coping. 

Although Lily and Connie had a traumatic childhood, the 

book conveys them both as strong characters in their own 

individual ways. How difficult was it to show their strengths 

after they had been through so much? 

 
I think they’re both naturally strong characters and I didn’t find it 
particularly difficult to portray them as such – they were both really 
fighting throughout the book. I suppose with Lily it might have been 
more difficult, because her silence could have been interpreted as a 
lack of strength, but I always felt her determination came through 
in her actions – and in her life choices, such as choosing a career 
which involved so much speech. I think it was probably more diffi-
cult to portray their weaknesses (if weakness is the right word) – 
Connie in particular is not good at openly admitting when she’s 
struggling, and Lily is viewed as fragile by so many of the other 
characters that I didn’t want the reader coming away with the same 
impression. But no one can be strong all the time. 

 

How and when did you first come across selective mutism? 

 
I can’t actually remember how I first came across it, but I know it 
was after I’d started writing the book. I never planned for Lily to be 
silent – she just didn’t talk from the outset – and it was when I was 
a few chapters in that I stumbled across selective mutism and 
thought, ‘Oh, that’s kind of like what’s going on with her!’ That’s the 
reason that Lily doesn’t fit the standard definition of selective mu-
tism, if there is such a thing – in that she’s silent all the time as a 
child, rather than in select situations (though this changes as she 
gets older), and that her mutism is traumatically induced rather 
than naturally occurring – but I thought the term was the best one 
for explaining the difficulty she has with speech, and the fact that 
she doesn’t ever make a choice to be silent. 

 

‘Hush’ is published by Myriad at £8.99. 

“I don’t think either of us noticed the difficulty with using the 

word ‘preferred’ at the time – I wasn’t quite so aware of the 

issues surrounding selective mutism as I am now” 

“It made me more aware of what it would be like, living with 

someone who struggles with speech, because at times it was 

quite frustrating trying to get to the root of what she was  

thinking or feeling.” 

“I suppose it can be difficult to accept that people deal with  

problems in completely different ways, especially when their 

coping mechanisms – such as Lily’s silence – can look so much 

like not coping.” 
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Our five year old 

daughter Daisy has Selective Mutism. 

 This means that, although she is chatty and 
full of beans with me and my husband or 
those she feels very close to, she finds it 
hard to speak to others. She wants to speak, 
but can’t always get the words out. This is 
our family’s SM journey, from lots of smiles 
to lots of confidence, and the ups and downs 
along the way.  
 
The realisation that Daisy has SM has been 
really hard to deal with as a parent. Things 
become big in her mind and she feels anx-
ious, and this has been shown with her fear 
or inability to speak in public. Now she is 
older she has been able to describe how she 
is feeling about situations, either before or 
afterwards, but before that she would just 
cry and not be able to tell me why. When I 
am with her in those difficult situations, I can 
feel her anxiety and want to just hold her 
and make it all ok. But I can’t be with her all 
the time, and we are trying to help and sup-
port her to build her confidence.  
Daisy’s SM became apparent when she was 
at nursery. She started nursery when she 
was one and although we knew she was 
quiet there we only found out she didn’t 
speak at all when she was almost three. This 
was a big shock. She had no problems with 
speech development at home, so we didn’t 
think she was completely silent at nursery. I 
can understand why she would feel over-
whelmed by the chaos of a busy nursery 
classroom, I often felt daunted by it. But she 
never felt able to talk there, that’s the way it 
was, Daisy just didn't talk at nursery and that 
was that.  

When she moved to the ‘big’ class with more 
experienced staff they were very supportive. 
They initiated contact with the relevant 
health and social care services that led to a 
referral to a Speech and Language Therapist, 
and the nursery were keen to put the recom-
mendations into practice where they 
could. She struggled to interact with other 
children too. She finally built trust with a 
couple of members of staff, which really 
helped but this only happened in the last 
couple of months, after much heartache and 
tears.   

The sessions with the SLT and the reading 
materials she provided were fantastic, and 
helped us to understand SM as an anxiety 
disorder and introduced some techniques we 
could use. I also started writing a blog about 
our experiences, and one of the amazing 
things about writing the blog has been the 
positive and supportive reaction I have had 
from readers. I have made some really great 
connections on there and through social 
media. One person has shared a meditation 
CD that worked for their child’s anxiety, and 
another has shared an amazing list of  re-
sources they have found, including websites 
and books.  

But with Daisy’s first day of school fast ap-
proaching I couldn't help but worry about 
how it would affect her. There would be a 
new group of kids asking ‘why doesn’t Daisy 
talk?’ and a new set of teachers to explain 
things to.  

 However, she settled in really quickly and 
obviously enjoyed school from the start. As 
we expected, she wasn't confident enough to 
speak but the teachers always commented 
that there were lots of smiles from her. The 
school were very supportive and keen to do 
their best to help Daisy. The teaching staff 
introduced a ‘talking postcard’ for her to use 
at home, which was a great idea and worked 
well. Most evenings we recorded Daisy read-
ing from her book, counting or demonstrat-
ing something she had experienced at school 
during the day. We then sent it back in her 
book bag the next day, and the teacher lis-
tened to it with Daisy, and sometimes a 
teaching assistant or a small group of chil-
dren also sat with them to hear Daisy’s 
‘voice’.  Each recording was only a snapshot 
of her talking, but it helped to demonstrate 
her ability which was one of our main con-
cerns about her communicating non verbally 
at school. This helped for the first few 
months, but we still didn’t know what to try 
next, to make that leap to talking, and to 
playing and interacting with other children.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

But it is funny how a situation can change 
overnight isn’t it? After the Christmas break, 
Daisy returned to school refreshed and jolly, 
but the stretch of time off had affected her 
social skills a little bit and she was playing 
away from her classmates again, and spend-
ing playtime running around with the support 
staff rather than the other children. We had 
a few setbacks at school and progress 
seemed to have stalled. It felt like we would 
never make that important breakthrough. But 
just two weeks later, everything changed.  
 

One of the teaching assistants had been 
spending lots of one to one time with Daisy, 
to build a relationship and support her, and 
this had a really positive impact. On the Mon-
day Daisy made some sounds with her 
mouth, such as clicks, and some phonics 
sounds and actions. She did the same on the 
Tuesday and Wednesday and the teaching 
assistant managed to capture this on her 
talking postcard so we could hear it. Lovely 
clear and confident letter sounds. The assis-
tant also introduced a ‘sound story’ she 

found on the internet, which used sounds at 
different points in the story, and encouraged 
Daisy to do the sounds. Daisy really enjoyed 
the activity, and it obviously boosted her 
confidence because the next day she also 
used words. Actual words! It was a whisper 
at first but gained in confidence through the 
day. They played a game of hide and seek 
with a toy cat, encouraging Daisy to say 
‘hotter’ or ‘colder’ when she was in control 
of the game. Daisy also helped a child in the 
nursery class by naming a variety of shapes 
for her. This was incredible news and every-
one at school was delighted for Daisy. We 
were just astounded by this amazing turn 
around, and so proud of Daisy. Daisy was 
also incredibly happy and proud of herself 
too.   
 
A switch had obviously been flipped because 
on the Friday Daisy was talking freely with 
the assistant and her teacher, an absolute 
torrent of conversation! They worked with 
her many times during the day, in various 
settings, very quiet spaces, noisy spaces, 
unfamiliar surroundings, and also used vari-
ous different members of staff to do some 
sliding in. But Daisy continued to talk. They 
managed to film some of it to show me at 
the end of the day, and it was just fantastic 
to see my little Daisy feeling confident 
enough to just be herself. They also 
awarded her with a ‘Superstar Learner’ cer-
tificate, which she loved.  

There were lots of smiles from everyone 
that day (and a few tears too). The school 
have been incredibly supportive and we 
have always made it clear to them how 
much we appreciate their hard work. The 
developments have continued, even outside 
of the school setting. She now has the confi-
dence to talk to other familiar adults, like 
the neighbours, the staff in local shops. It 
has been an amazing transformation. She is 
also now making progress with communica-
tion with other children, including talking to 
certain classmates she feels comfortable 
with.  
 

I recently nominated her teaching assistant 
for an award to say thank you for the hard 
work and devotion she has shown to helping 
Daisy build her confidence, and she won! As 
well as saying thank you, this was also a 
good way to share our story and perhaps 
raise awareness of SM. 
  
A few months on from those first words and 
as the end of her first year at school ap-
proaches, I still can’t believe that this has 
finally happened, and that Daisy has found 
the confidence to talk. The positive effect on 
us as a family has been immense. It might 
take a while until she speaks confidently in 
the classroom, or with other children, but 
this is an amazing starting point. We are 
sure that her confidence will continue to 
grow as she finds her voice and we are 
delighted that our beautiful, clever, funny 
little girl is able to share more than just her 
smile with the world. 

By Anna Cale 

“She wants to speak, but can’t always get the 

words out.” 

“The teaching staff introduced a ‘talking 

postcard’, we recorded Daisy at home and 

the teacher listened to it to hear her voice” 

“Daisy continued to talk. They managed to 

film it and it was fantastic to see Daisy feeling 

confident enough to just be herself” 

“It might take a while until she speaks  

confidently in the classroom, but this is an 

amazing starting point.” 

“Daisy really enjoyed the activity, and it  

obviously boosted her confidence because the 

next day she also used words. Actual words!” 
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Change. What goes through your mind when you hear that 
word? Panic, fear, disappointment? Or excitement, opportunities, 
movement? If panic is the first thing you feel when you know 
change is around the corner, perhaps it’s time to look at it in a 
new light. 
 
Change is everywhere; in nature the seasons change throughout 
the year. Autumn/Fall is the season of change when the leaves 
turn colour and fall. People and animals have changed and de-
veloped through evolution; humans have evolved to walk up-
right. Businesses change and evolve depending on what custom-
ers want (a lot are now concentrating on the online market), 
new technology is continually being developed to do new and 
amazing things. But even with all of these changes, it’s often the 
changes in our own personal circumstances that scare us. Per-
haps it’s a change in routine, a new member of the family, or 
starting a new period of your life such as college or a new job. It 
doesn’t matter how much you try to hide, change will find you 
and now may be time to stop running from it. 

Yes, change can be scary. It’s the fear of the unknown, of what 
could or could not happen. But unless we carry on we’ll never 
find out what change has in store. Often change can be a cata-
lyst to bring about opportunity and growth. When we go through 
change and experience new circumstances, we gain a new per-
spective and see things in a different light. We realise that we 
can cope with new situations and we get braver and willing to 
try more things. We explore and discover. 
 
Sometimes some discoveries are better than others; research by 
Carl Sutton found that when participants were asked about the 
reason for partial recovery of SM most of them included some 

kind of change in their life; leaving education, starting a relationship, 
starting work, leaving home and having children.  
 
So, how do we start to try and accept change? 
 
Choose to change 

Change that’s forced on us is often difficult to deal with but we can 
start to appreciate what change can offer by actively choosing it. Try 
starting with little things; take a walk in a different area you haven’t 
visited before instead of your normal route, let someone else decide 
on what film to watch or pick one at random, try a different cereal 
rather than the one you eat everyday. By doing these ‘small changes’ 
you can start to realise that not all change is bad and scary. 
 
Break it down 

If you have a big change coming up that you are particularly worry-
ing about, try breaking it down into smaller more manageable 
changes. An example might be if you’re moving house to a new loca-
tion - start doing your weekly shop in the new area. Start using the 
local library, local clubs/gyms or start going to the local cafes and 
restaurants. Slowly getting used to the new area in this way means 
that you have a bit of familiarity when you do move, and perhaps 
some familiar faces to lend a hand on moving-in day too! 
 
 
I read something about change four months ago which stayed with 
me; without change, everything would stay the same. It’s simple but 
powerful - we need change. And when we start to embrace change 
we can start looking forward to what it might lead to. 

I’d like to tell you about something exciting that’s coming soon to the Finding Our Voices website! A page just for you, with all your experiences, 
advice and knowledge. Sometimes it’s difficult to know what to do and hard to know who to ask, so the Over To You page will include a Q&A 

section where you can ask any question you’d like (anonymously) and get responses from people who may have been through the same situation 
themselves. 

 
The page will also include your SM stories, as well as some fun bits and pieces - puzzles, rhymes, jokes, poems - anything you like! 

Jokes 

Poems 

Your SM story 

Short stories (fictional) 

Rhymes 

Recipes 

Puzzles/brain teasers/riddles 

Artwork 

Photography 

Questions for the Q&A section 

We need your help to get this page up and 
running so if you would like to help out, 
please let me know! We’re looking in particu-
lar for any of the things on the left, but if 
there’s anything else you would like to share 
please do send it over.  
 
 

You can email it to Rosie:  
contact@findingourvoices.co.uk or join the 

magazine group and post or message me on 
there. 

 
Finding Our Voices group on Facebook: 

http://tinyurl.com/plhg5e7 
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‘A short film about a young woman who lives in a world of isolation. She struggles to find her way through a society 

that demands that she speaks.’ 

 

Stuck In Mute is a new short film featuring a character of a young woman called Robin who has selective mutism. 

The director, crew and cast have been finding out more about selective mutism as well as helping to raise aware-

ness of the disorder. Read our interviews with the writer/director Shane Meuwissen and actress Katie Kleiger to find 

out more! 

Could you tell us a little bit about  yourself? 

 
I’m a filmmaker based in Minneapolis. I attended film school at the 
Academy of Art in San Francisco. I’ve made several short films over 
the past few years and am currently working on writing a feature 
length film.   
 
For those who aren't already aware, could you tell us about 

the film Stuck In Mute? 
 
“Stuck In Mute” is a short film that follows a 20 year old woman with 
selective mutism. The film highlights the challenges and misconcep-
tions that surround selective mutism. In this 12 minute film, we ex-
plore the world of someone with selective mutism, showing the ups 
and downs of daily life. 
 

Where did the idea of having a character with selective mu-

tism in your film develop from? 

 
I was reflecting on the anxiety we all experience in certain social 
situations. I began to wonder what it would be like to live in a world 
where you couldn’t talk to anyone and that’s when I stumbled upon 
selective mutism. I had never heard of SM and I was surprised by the 
unawareness most people had about this condition. I decided that it 
was something I needed to explore as a writer and that’s where it all 
began. 
 
You've done a lot of research around SM for the film, has it 

changed your view on the disorder? 

 

It certainly has changed my view. I initially believed many of the 
myths about SM; it’s caused by trauma, it’s just a form of “shyness”, 
etc.  I quickly realized that its origins and its physical manifestations 
were quite different than what I assumed.   

 

Kat Perkins has recently contributed her song Fearless to 

Stuck In Mute which you used when writing the script. 

Which other songs or artists inspire you? 
 
I’m inspired by such a variety of music. As a filmmaker, it helps me 
to write my stories with specific types of music in mind, it helps me 
set the mood of for the scenes and the characters. 
 
How did you first get into making short films? 

 
I had an active imagination as a child, so taking those imaginary 
stories and portraying them on video was really just the next step. It 
wasn’t until I went to film school that I began to understand all the 
amazing things you can do to create interesting stories in film. And 
over the past few years, I’ve read so many scripts and books on 
screenwriting, it’s helped me to understand the intricacies of story-
telling.   
 
How is the filming/creating process different to that of 

longer films? 

 
The process for short films is very different. In a feature film, we get 
to see the whole journey of the main character and by the end of 
the film, we believe that they’ve changed for the better or for the 
worse. In a short film, we really just get a glimpse of a character, 
we get to share one moment, one event with the main charac-
ter. We don’t really expect them to completely change in those 10 
minutes, but if it’s done right, we can see the sparks of change.   
 
I watched one of your short films Lost In Memories and was 

amazed at how much the film draws you in, in such a short 

space of time. What is the secret to captivating people like 

that in less than ten minutes? 
 
Thank you. It’s important that the audience quickly relate to the 
main character. The faster the audience can relate to the character, 
the faster we can get pulled into their world. Once the audience is 
engaged, it’s just a matter of keeping the audience in the moment. 
From there, it just carrying the audience to the end and provide 
them with a bit of insight or a twist. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shane on set 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The cast and crew on set 
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   Like Stuck In Mute on Facebook to get updates on the short film: 
 

https://www.facebook.com/stuckinmute?fref=ts 

Can you tell us a bit about yourself? 

 
I am a stage and film actor currently transitioning to New York City, 
after having recently graduated from the University of Minnesota/
Guthrie BFA Actor Training Program here in Minneapolis.  I am from 
Washington, DC, but have spent the last four years in Minneapolis in 
training. Some of my recent credits include Juno and the Paycock and 
A Christmas Carol at the Guthrie, as well as Home, Again at the Ken-
nedy Center. I am very excited to be part of this film, as I believe it 
tells a beautiful, compelling, and important story.   
 
Congratulations on your part in the upcoming Stuck In Mute 

short film! How would you describe the character you are 

playing? 

Robin is a young adult battling with a severe case of selective mutism. 
At the point where the film picks up, she finds herself completely 
unable to speak when she is around other people. She lives alone, 
and spends her days recording other people’s conversations - conver-
sations that she longs to have. Never seen without her headphones, 
Robin is constantly listening to these conversations and attempting to 
practice speaking, even though this is unbeknownst to her therapist. 
Robin attends group therapy for people with severe anxiety disorders, 
and the leader of that group suspects Robin of slacking off—attending 
group just for the snacks and not in an attempt to get better. 
Throughout the film, however, it becomes clear to the viewer that 
Robin is intent on getting better, and her drive, courage, and big 
heart help her make strides towards the ultimate goal: speaking.  

The woman you are playing has selective mutism - how much 

did you know about this disorder before you took on the role 

and what have you since found out about it? 
  
To be completely honest, I knew nothing about it. I had not even 
heard of the term. One of my favorite parts of embodying any charac-
ter is learning about them and broadening my range of knowledge of 
the world around me. That’s why I was excited to have been given a 
character who deals with a disorder I was unfamiliar with: it gave me 
the chance to learn in depth about a disorder many people are unfa-
miliar with. Since being cast in this film, I have been researching se-
lective mutism in depth, with the help of the director Shane Meuwis-
sen.  I remember being surprised when I learnt that selective mutism 
is most commonly not caused by trauma, but is instead an anxiety 
disorder. It is most common in children, and can sometimes dissolve 
as one grows older, so it is telling that Robin still suffers from this 
disorder as a young adult. The other thing that struck me was the 
actual physical block that one feels when trying to speak. Selective 
mutism can manifest itself as a real feeling in the throat, as opposed 
to just an unwillingness to speak.  

 
Are there any characteristics in Robin which you also see in 

yourself? 
  
I love Robin’s creativity, something we are able to get a little 
glimpse into when we see her doodle-covered shoes. I also see a 
great compassion in Robin, which I believe, or I hope, to have as 
well. She is quite selfless when it comes down to it, and the friend-
ship that she eventually forms with Jay comes out in a situation in 
which she sticks up for a child she doesn’t even know. 
 
How have you been getting into character and preparing for 

the role?  
  
Conversations with the director, Shane, conversations with some 
therapists, and my own research on selective mutism have all 
helped me prepare for this role. For the past month, I have being 
slowly forming a three dimensional character with a history and a 
future, and I am excited to be able to embody her this month. 
 
You've done a lot of theatre work, how does it differ from 

doing film? 
  
There are entire books written about the difference between film 
acting and stage acting, but what it comes down to for me is just 
playing the space. When I am on a big stage with a large audience, 
the atmosphere is different and I need to adjust my performance in 
order to fill that atmosphere. When I am behind a camera, the at-
mosphere has changed drastically, and the body and voice naturally 
adjust to this new space. Additionally, it is about “stripping away” a 
lot of yourself in front of the camera. So often you find that you can 
just “be” in front of the camera, and that is enough. I find this actu-
ally very relaxing. 
 

You list your skills to include sewing, climbing and stage 

combat. Were these learned for an acting part or have you 

always had a wide range of interests? 
  
I have actually just had a wide range of interests, and in the acting 
world, the more skills you have the better. I grew up playing guitar 
and singing, and two of the three skills you mentioned (sewing and 
climbing), were both learned skills outside of the acting world. Stage 
combat, however, was a class I took in college with the University of 
Minnesota/Guthrie Program. You would not believe how helpful 
some basic stage combat skills can be in the theatre world! 

Katie Kleiger is the actress who plays Robin; the young woman with SM. Read our interview with Katie to find out 

how she got on playing a character who has selective mutism. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On set: Katie in the character of Robyn and Gavin playing Jay, both charac-

ters with SM in the film 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Katie helping raise awareness of selective mutism 
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My name is Sarah, I’m twenty two and I 
had selective mutism. To be honest my 
story is so long it would require its own 
book so I will give you the short version. My 
selective mutism was first noticed when I 
was three but I wasn’t diagnosed until I 
was seven years old. The primary school I 
went to was not supportive; they believed I 
was just being stubborn. I received no sup-
port because at the time no one really knew 
what selective mutism was. I started to 
make progress by myself when I started 
secondary school just by challenging myself 
to do little things, I didn’t really know what 
I was doing at the time but I just knew that 
I had to help myself because no one else 
would. I changed secondary schools four 
times and college twice before dropping out 
completely. From the age of eleven to age 
twenty I made progress by setting myself 
small goals and I overcame selective mu-
tism. Now at coming up to twenty three I 
run my own business which I love and I 
basically talk to strangers for a living.  
 
At first after overcoming SM I never wanted 
to hear about it again, the very word made 
me shudder and I couldn’t stand to hear it.  

I had heard stories about people with it but 
I had never heard of anyone who had had it 
into their teens and up to the age of twenty 
as all the stories I heard where about chil-
dren. Then in a random Google search I 
stumbled across Finding Our Voices online, 
it was the first inclination I got that there 
could be others out there too. I then found 
a selective mutism page on Facebook by 
accident again and stumbled across the 
SMIRA Facebook group and posted my 
story. I couldn’t believe the response I got 
from people saying they had it or did have 
it as adults, it was like discovering a whole 
place I never knew existed and for the first 
time I realised I’d not been alone all that 
time after all. However I was shocked with 
the lack of practical advice available to 
adults with the condition, so I began to 
think about what I could do. 
I started the Facebook group Steps to Free-

dom about three months ago. I have al-
ways been aware of the lack of support for 
people with selective mutism from my own 
experiences. I have noticed over the last 
few years that awareness and help has 
improved but this seemed to be limited to 
children. While there is now lots of informa-

tion available on how to overcome selective 
mutism, it is all aimed at children and so tai-
lored to a child’s environment. I looked at the 
different techniques used but was unsure how 
on earth these would be applied to an adults 
world. What I also noticed was that I never 
used any of these techniques and yet I over-
came selective mutism, so I started to think 
about what I did and how I overcome it.  
Believe it or not I had to really think about 

that, I did not wake up one morning to find I 
was suddenly recovered, it took hard work 
and putting myself in situations I was scared 
of. My recovery was so gradual that I barley 
noticed my progress. I noticed that everything 
I did was actually small steps, so I started to 
write them down. 
I came up with a plan, which I call the 9 
Steps to Freedom. They are the exact same 
steps that I took and they are how I over-
came selective mutism. It starts with hum-
ming which is something I did as a child, 
sometimes I just wanted to check my voice 
still worked properly. The steps then move on 
to saying yes and no. This was something I 
started doing when I started secondary 
school. The steps then progress even further 
to going into shops and saying thank you 
when at the checkout. Each step is very small 
and at first can seem scary but I found that 
the more you do it the easier becomes, until 
you get to the point where actually nodding 
or shaking your head or being silent is more 
awkward than saying the words themselves. 
 
Now I’m no medical expert or psychologist 

(although my brother is) I’m just someone 
who is sick of the lack of support for adults 
with selective mutism, someone who is fed 
up with experts who keep getting it wrong. 
The group originally started as live Skype 
sessions but I found the problems with 
technology made it too difficult, so now I 
post content up every fortnight or whenever 
is possible, with practical ideas that I’ve 
used personally which could help people 
with selective mutism. I have a rule and 
that rule is I don’t post content I have not 
tried and tested on myself, if I’m ever de-
layed posting content it’s usually because 
I’m still testing it out on myself.  
The content is there for you to use what-

ever way you like, I don’t keep tabs or 
monitor you or check if you’re using it. Your 
journey with selective mutism will be 
slightly different from mine so an identical 
path might not work, so pick and choose 
what’s best for you. The advice at the mo-
ment is aimed more at people who cannot 
talk much, but there is going to be more 
content coming for people who have mostly 
overcome selective mutism but still get 
anxious socially. I have very recently 
started working with a selective mutism 
specialist privately and I’m working on new 
ideas to help people in the final stages of 
having selective mutism, and people who 
have overcome it but still find it a strain to 
talk. But of course I will be testing these 
out first before I post them, to find out 
what works best.  
The idea is to have practical tips and advice 

no matter what stage you are at. Everyone 
is welcome to the group, the group is kept 
closed so people you’re friends with on 
Facebook can’t see what you post. Hope-
fully it will achieve its purpose of helping 
people beat selective mutism one step at a 
time. 

 
You can join the Steps to Freedom  

Facebook group here:  

http://tinyurl.com/o27vr2c  

“I received no support because at the 

time no one really knew what selective 

mutism was” 

“I was shocked with the lack of practical 

advice available to adults with the  

condition” 

“I post content every fortnight or when-

ever is possible, with practical ideas that 

I’ve used personally which could help  

people with selective mutism” 

“I have very recently started working 

with a selective mutism specialist  

privately and I’m working on new ideas 

to help people” 

“The idea is to have practical tips and  

advice no matter what stage you are at” 
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You never know how strong 

you are until being strong is 

your only choice 

- Bob Marley 

I love the person I've become 

because I fought to become her  

- Kaci Diane 

She turned her can’ts into cans 

and her dreams into plans   

- Kobi Yomada 

Quiet people have the loudest 

minds 

- Stephen Hawking  

 

Laughter is the best medicine. 

It's like jogging on the inside  

 

There is no I in team 

 

Practice makes perfect  

 

Do more of what makes you 

happy 

 

Empty kettles make the 

most noise!  

The difference between  

stumbling blocks and stepping 

stones is how you use them 

Butterflies are caterpillars that 

struggled and came out with 

flying colours  

Courage doesn't always roar. 

Sometimes courage is the little 

voice at the end of the day that 

says I'll try again tomorrow 

- Mary Anne Radmacher 

Life is what you make it 

-Eleanor Roosevelt 

Sometimes when life seems difficult, all it takes 
are a few simple words to make you feel better. 

Here’s some of your favourites that you’ve sent in, 

can you think of any more?  

Note: Apparently it’s empty 

vessels not empty kettles, but I 

like the kettle version better :) 
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What is selective mutism? 

 

Selective mutism is an anxiety disorder. It prevents those with it from being able to talk freely in certain situations, 

places, or to certain people; those with SM are able to talk when and where they feel most comfortable and re-

laxed but struggle in select circumstances, such as in school or social settings. It is not a refusal to talk, or even a 

conscious decision - those with selective mutism (SM) get so anxious that they freeze and are unable to speak even 

though they are desperate to do so.  

 

It’s often dismissed as shyness but selective mutism is serious; without the right help and support some will not 

‘grow out of it’, and with time their SM could deteriorate and continue well into adulthood affecting their work, social 

and home lives. However, there is help and support for everyone affected by SM and it can be overcome. 

If you would like to find out more about selective mutism you can contact one of the many groups, organisations and charities from around the 
world who specialise in the disorder. 

 
UK:                SMiRA (Selective Mutism information & Research Association)    www.smira.org.uk 
            iSpeak                                                                                 www.ispeak.org.uk 
USA:               Selective Mutism Network                                                      www.selectivemutismnetwork.org 
           Selective Mutism Foundation                                                   www.selectivemutismfoundation.org 
                      Selective Mutism Group                                                         www.selectivemutism.org 
New Zealand:  Voice                                                                                   www.selectivemutism.org.nz   
France:           Ouvrir La Voix                                                                       www.ouvrirlavoix.sitego.fr 
Poland:           Mutyzm Wybiórczy - Wchodze w To bez gadania                      www.mutyzm.org.pl/  

"When I was younger I had something called selective 

mutism which means that extreme anxiety stops you 

from being able to talk to people. You want to talk to 

people but you just can't get any words out of your 

mouth".  

 

“Watching my son close down as we get near to school 

is heart breaking when I know he has so much to share 

at school and an amazing personality” 

 

“Selective Mutism stems from severe social anxiety and 

excessive inhibition, not from bad parenting.” 

“My daughter is six years old. I was surprised and 

happy when she said ‘I do answer questions at school. I 

say all of the answers inside of my head but I can't get 

them to go out of my mouth’ ” 

 

“It feels like a tennis ball is stuck in my throat” 

 

“There were times in school when I’d sit at my desk and 

my hands would be shaking, I’d sweat and I could feel 

my heart beating so loudly. I knew something was 

wrong with me but at the time I had no idea why I was 

so different to everyone else.” 

What does it feels like to have selective mutism or to know someone with it? 
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How can I help? 

 

Everyone with selective mutism  

is different, but here’s a few  

general things that may help: 

 

Be patient and understanding 

Find other ways to communi-

cate - writing notes, typing/

messaging, pointing/gesturing. 

Younger children may find  

picture cards useful 

Use distractions - often taking 

the attention away from com-

munication helps those with SM 

feel more relaxed. Games, activi-

ties, or anything they can im-

merse themselves in. 

Symptoms/Characteristics 

 

Lack of speech in certain situations 

where speech would be expected 

Able to speak normally in other situa-

tions 

The inability to talk interferes with 

their ability to function in that setting 

They may also: avoid eye contact, 

have a blank facial expression, appear        

‘excessively shy’ 

 

What is it caused by? 

 

Contrary to some people’s  

assumptions, those with SM are no more 

likely to have suffered trauma or abuse 

than those of the general population. 

Although more research needs to be 

done on the causes of SM, one of the 

possible causes include genetics/having 

pre-disposition to anxiety. 


