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Meet the author


 


Welcome to Sign with Your Baby!


My interest in signing and specifically baby signing began long before I had children. I saw a segment on the television which I found fascinating and resolved that when the time came I would look into the subject further. I now have three beautiful children aged eight, six and six months who vary vastly in many ways. The two older ones were poles apart in their signing and speech and language development and we’ve had some special needs to consider along the way. I’m about to start my signing time all over again, but in reality I haven’t actually stopped! I regularly, subtly and without words remind my older boys to say please and thank you when they forget. If they are engrossed in some play activity and are jigging up and down, I quickly use the signs ‘toilet’ and ‘now’. With my younger son, who is still in the early reading phase, I will often use signs to help with his reading or when we are singing to help him when he can’t read the words.


I was born, raised and have spent most of my life along the south coast of England. Living on the outskirts of Brighton – a large, vibrant and diverse city, with a cosmopolitan, multicultural, alternative theme running through its veins – we were spoilt when it came to everything baby. We could, if we so desired, enrol for yoga, golf or Spanish, and there were music classes aplenty. It was the Sing and Sign music classes that drew my eye and reminded me of the television segment years earlier. At almost seven months, and having spent much of his early life in and out of hospital, my son was enrolled in his first class. Within weeks he was signing, and quickly became very proficient. I was amazed at what a difference signing made to his little life, how it lessened his frustration and enabled him to communicate so far beyond the level of his peers and, indeed, my expectations. During those first couple of years, especially the non-verbal months, signing was a lifesaver for us. When he was really sick he could let me know which part of his body was experiencing pain. To begin with, I was slightly clueless as to how much a young non-verbal baby understood, however, I soon realized that a baby’s understanding far supersedes their early ability to communicate. Signing helped us through many struggles, and gave us many laughs, too. It enabled me to easily enter his world, going beyond knowing his basic needs for love, food and sleep, and avoiding tantrums from not being understood. It gave him a way to express himself to me.


Such was my passion for signing, I was soon asked if I would like to train to become a teacher. I loved inspiring other parents to sign with their babies and reap the many benefits associated with it. As I moved into a more administrative role within Sing and Sign, I co-ordinated the local classes and had the opportunity to speak with even more parents about the wonders of communicating with your pre-verbal baby. This enthusiasm for inspiring others led me to speak on television and radio about the benefits of baby signing.


Early in 2007 we made a mighty move across the continents to the western coast of Australia. Baby signing is not so well known here, and is associated with the deaf community rather than being seen as a way for hearing babies to communicate before speech develops. In the few years I’ve been here, however, I can already see this perception slowly beginning to change and I hope that one day I will go back to teaching and spreading the message about the benefits of baby signing. For now, though, I am at the point of introducing my baby to the joys of what simple songs and gestures can really communicate.





1: Only got a minute?



Baby signing is a wonderful way to unlock your baby’s world – an opportunity to get to know your child’s thoughts, desires and needs on a deeper level and at a much earlier age than you thought possible. Baby signing is so natural that many of us are already ‘signing’ without realizing it. The first, most obvious sign that most parents use with their baby is a wave goodbye. We say the word and teach the sign at every opportunity. It is amazing how quickly our babies respond, understand, and use the sign in context. Baby signing is a natural extension of this, giving further intentional signs for themes or items your baby is particularly interested in. The theme of animals dominates a baby’s world, and many boys are interested in anything that moves, so giving them signs for bikes, cars, trains and so on can be inspiring for them. So, in essence, baby signing is using simple signs or hand gestures for important and relevant words in your baby’s world.


Below are some first signs to begin with.


MILK


The same sign can be used for ‘milk’ whether you are breast- or bottle-feeding. Make a fist, then open and close your fist as if you are milking a cow. Say the word ‘milk’.


ALL GONE/FINISHED


This is a versatile sign to use many times throughout the day: when you have finished feeding, your peek-a-boo game is over or a visitor leaves the house. Begin by holding your fists together with your palms facing inwards, then move your hands out so your hands are flat and facing down. Say ‘all gone’.
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Milk.
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All gone.





5: Only got five minutes?



The two essential keys to successful baby signing are:


 




	keeping it simple


	focusing on learning gestures/signs for the things your baby enjoys and is most inspired by.





Learning to speak the English language is a complex journey for a young child. Children need to be and are usually readily exposed to language – the ebb and flow, intonations, the lilt of your voice. However, babies understand at a mono-word level. Recognizing this important fact enables us to adjust and simplify our speech. For example, you may be commenting to your baby, ‘Look at the big, brown dog – can you see him running after the ball?’ Your baby may delight in hearing the sound of your voice, but may not understand your sentence. A more meaningful exchange for a baby might include the following changes.


‘Look at the dog’ (emphasizing and signing the word dog). ‘The dog is running after the ball.’ Your baby’s attention will naturally be drawn to the word ‘dog’, not only because of the visual clue of seeing the dog, but also as a result of your providing the word and sign to match. Simplifying sentences for your pre-verbal baby will naturally slow down your speech and enable your child to understand and begin to try and say the word ‘dog’. Once she has grasped these initial words (usually nouns), it is time to add the further building blocks of language by introducing adjectives and eventually getting back to the original ‘big, brown dog’.


Add to your baby’s own repertoire of gestures (she may wave hello or hold her arms up to be picked up) by adding some further intentional signs – such as those for food, or a drink or for changing a nappy (see below). Use signs that relate to your daily routines with your baby, such as going out, or signs for bath and bed. Try to notice themes or items in which your baby is particularly interested.



EAT


Bunch your fingertips together and gently tap the corner of your mouth as you emphasize saying the word ‘eat’.
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DRINK


Shape your hand as if you were holding a beaker, lift it a few times to your mouth, and say the word ‘drink’.
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10: Only got ten minutes?



Some people are unsure of starting to sign with their baby as they believe the myth that baby signing might in some way inhibit a baby’s natural instinct to learn to talk. You can be reassured that this is certainly not the case. Studies dating back as far as Werner and Kaplan in the early 1960s, right up to the present day, show that the opposite is actually true. When signing with your baby it is vital to always say the word as you sign it. The sign is supporting the spoken word and not replacing it. The introduction of baby signing will inspire a baby to develop enhanced communication skills and will greatly develop his language skills. Children become far better communicators when their early attempts at communication are understood and meet a response.


Dr Marilyn Daniels says:


 


Including sign language in the communication mix can eliminate the frustration both parent and child often experience as they attempt to comprehend one another. It fosters pleasant discourse, clarifies meaning and creates better understanding between them. With keener understanding, there also comes an authentic grasp of content. Sign does not hinder language development in any way, rather it fosters it. It picks up on the natural visual acuity young children possess and uses it to the child’s advantage.


The benefits of baby signing are significant for both parent and child, with some benefits for the child continuing long after he is out of baby- and toddlerhood. So, let’s take a closer look at some of the research supporting the advantages of signing with your baby.


The most significant research into baby signing began in the early 1980s, when a ground-breaking 20-year study was undertaken, comparing the impact of signing with the development of babies who did not sign. The study was devised to look at how baby signing affected children’s linguistic and intellectual development. They were able to identify the progress of the children at two, three and eight years old. Their results were amazing and made compelling reading.


The main conclusions this study arrived at were that babies who themselves signed, or who were shown signs:


 




	consistently achieved higher results than their peers


	spoke in sentences earlier


	at age three had language skills of children a year older


	by age eight had scored significantly higher in IQ tests.





The research concluded that using baby signs improves language and cognitive ability, and that the advantages did not end when babies began to speak. Baby signing has far reaching implications long after the child has stopped using the signs.


The very latest research in the United States (early 2009) has revealed that ‘young children who pick up gestures and signs from their parents by 14 months have larger and more complex vocabularies when they start school’. The primary reason for this is that by learning to point and use signs, children become better at connecting words to objects. The signs/gesture effect may also have a lasting influence on children’s intellectual development because a child’s vocabulary at the start of school is known to be a strong predictor of later academic success.


Other benefits of baby signing:


 




	parents speak more slowly – thinking about their child’s understanding at a one-word level – so their baby can focus on what they are saying


	enhanced early vocabulary and understanding


	parents focus on their baby’s needs, thought process and interests


	enhanced eye contact and shared looking


	communication that would otherwise not be possible, with the opportunity to explore complex ideas earlier


	encourages a greater level of trust between parent and child – the baby knows that the parent understands what is being communicated


	an above average ability later on to learn a new language


	reduced frustration levels


	the ability to give meaning to more abstract words or concepts.





Research clearly indicates that gesture is a very natural part of language development and aids the developing communication skills of your child. Communication through speech is the essence of being human, but using additional specific and intentional gestures (or signs) can improve language skills and help babies both with understanding and talking. However, it is important not to lose sight, amid the excellent research and evidence of benefits, of the opportunity to provide both parents and babies with a rich, rewarding first experience of communication, which helps to develop a deeper bond between parent and child.





Introduction


This book will teach you how to:


 




	understand the principles of baby signing


	know the benefits of signing with your baby


	begin signing with your baby


	introduce signs that are relevant to your baby’s world


	be aware of any special needs and what action to take


	continue using appropriate signs with older children.





People have been signing with their babies for years; in fact, it is so natural that most of us already use signs and gestures with our babies without realizing it! The most common reason for doing so is an intense desire on the part of a parent to find out exactly what is going on in a baby’s mind – what do they need? What does she want? What does she think about and remember? All parents want what is best for their children, and one of the fundamental ways to nurture and understand a child is by good communication.


Babies often have more intelligence than we give them credit for, purely because they have limited means to let us know what their thoughts and needs are. Their undeveloped vocal cords restrict them from fully participating in the verbal language around them, and in fact most babies’ vocal cords must develop for 16 months or so before they can pronounce clear words. However, the good news is that babies develop the fine muscles in their hands long before they develop those muscles required for speech, so they’re equipped to communicate with you long before they can speak. Baby signing can help parents, carers and all of those important people in a child’s world to understand them, interact with them, and most importantly to have lots of fun.


This book aims not only to inspire and help you to introduce signing with your child, it also shows you many practical signs that are useful for you and your baby.


Please note that the male and female pronouns have been alternated in each chapter of the book. This is for convenience only and not because the chapters are gender-specific.





1


History and principles of baby signing


In this chapter you will learn:




	what baby signing is and how it all began


	how signing is beneficial to your baby’s development


	the Sing and Sign approach to baby signing.





 


Early communication


To understand baby signing, it can be helpful to go back and think through the earliest forms of communication we can have with our baby.


Even from within the womb, babies are trying to communicate. You may be surprised to discover parents have recorded ‘communicating’ or ‘playing’ with their unborn babies in the womb. By pressing or rubbing one side of the mother’s stomach, an unborn baby may respond to the touch with a kick or an elbow; by repeating it on the other side, parents can ‘play’ and communicate with their unborn baby. Babies also respond to loud music and even their parents’ singing. All of these are the earliest forms of communication. The awareness of speech sounds is also developing during this time in the womb. Researchers have discovered that an unborn baby’s heart rate will increase at the sound of his mother’s voice. Having continual communication is important for babies and children. By reading stories, singing and talking to your baby, even in the womb, parents can help to promote developing language skills.


From birth until about four months of age, babies’ principal communication consists mainly of reflexive crying to express feelings of hunger, tiredness, boredom or pain. Much of their communication will be through facial expressions and the movements of their arms, legs and fingers. They will also use smiling, cooing and other sounds of pleasure to communicate needs and feelings. Mirroring sounds and early words, responding to their communication as well as answering your baby’s cries are all ways to start your baby on the road to speech.


 





Liz Attenborough, manager of the Talk To Your Baby campaign, said:


 


The level of interaction between young children and adults has a significant impact on their communication skills later in life.


 


Studies on Romanian orphans who received little contact with adults in their early life have found that they have language problems for the rest of their lives.


 


Babies are born without all their neurological pathways connected, so their interactions during the first few months and years of life play an important part in how they develop.





The next stage of communication is what has been referred to as ‘babbling’. At the age of around four to six months, babies start to make many more sounds, including vowel sounds. Before speaking words, babies practise the sounds, intonations and rhythms of language, as well as extensive body language and facial expressions to communicate. Interestingly, babies will often babble more when they are alone. Through interaction with you, babies mirror and learn early language skills. Many parents will find they adjust their speech and use ‘motherease’ or ‘baby talk’, trying hard to interpret unintelligible utterances! This helps to socialize children with simplified language and introduces them gradually to adult language.


Between six and 12 months, most babies are beginning to use a combination of gestures and sounds to make themselves understood. This is a charming but very frustrating stage of their development. From around six months, babies begin to reach for objects: babies love ‘peek-a-boo’ and will show willingness to continue the game on and on, by reaching towards your hand or whatever you are using to hide behind. Words begin to have some meaning but this will be very context dependent. During this time, babies begin to respond to some simple requests such as ‘up you come’. At around nine months, communication becomes increasingly intentional: your baby may give or show an object as a way to communicate, which paves the way for pointing. He may begin to understand names of familiar objects and people. His babbling may begin to be produced in longer strings (‘bababa mamama’). Your baby will often point at things, shake his head for ‘no’ and wave. These are symbolic gestures that are one form of communication used by pre-verbal babies and toddlers.


In addition to pointing and grunting, and trying to ‘sing’ to music, your baby has the potential use of his hands and body to aid in communicating thoughts, wants, fears, needs and memories. At this point, they are beginning to understand a lot about themselves and their world, but most babies are still lacking a precise way to express their thoughts and needs.


The first single words (usually a child’s version of the adult word, e.g. ‘du’ for ‘duck’) tend to be spoken at around 12 months. At around this time, you will notice that your baby understands the names of people and objects if they are in their usual context. At this stage, babies often use lots of gestures to express meaning, as their understanding is typically in advance of actual spoken language. They will often invent ‘signs’ to convey their meaning (arms to be lifted up, etc.).


By around 14–20 months of age, children will usually begin to combine gestures with actual words. They begin with simple words that they will have heard often, such as ‘mama’ or ‘dada’. These words eventually turn into two-word phrases, which is the next step on the journey of speech. Two-word phrases, such as ‘shoes on’, ‘doggie gone’, or ‘Daddy home’, begin around the age of two years. However, in your baby’s fast developing world, this is a very long time to wait to be fully understood. Using signs and gestures gives babies a way to effectively ‘talk’ with their parents, long before they can use speech to communicate. It is more effective and precise than cooing, crying, smiling, grunting or flapping their hands, and eliminates much of the guesswork associated with a young child. Babies can, and do, communicate about the world around them long before they have mastered their verbal speaking skills.


Please note: The ages given are merely a guide – it’s important to note that, like other aspects of development, the process of acquiring language is gradual and varies greatly between children.


 


What is baby signing?


Baby signing is really very easy and doesn’t need too much explanation. It is, in essence, simple hand gestures. Signing is so natural that you are probably already ‘signing’ to your baby without realizing it! Most of us will wave goodbye to babies happily and comfortably all the time without even thinking much about it. We all know this helps them start to understand what ‘goodbye’ means, and that when they wave back to us they are well on their way to saying ‘bye-bye’ too. This is, in reality, a baby’s first ‘sign’.


Throughout this book you will find many examples and case studies of parents signing with their children to give you confidence and inspire you in your own baby-signing journey. Parents have often said how helpful it is to hear other stories, not only as encouragement, but also to suggest creative ways of using signing that they may not have thought of.


Most children will point, wave and nod and shake their heads. Baby signing classes, and this book, aim to help and encourage parents to use a few more gestures or ‘signs’ for other important and relevant words in your baby’s world. It isn’t necessary to learn a whole dictionary of sign language.


 





Insight


The key to inspiring your own baby’s signing is to pick a few gestures for the things your baby is most inspired by and enjoys.





Baby signing will help you to help your baby understand sooner, and effectively communicate with you earlier and more successfully during the long process of learning to talk!


Parents can sometimes think signing with their baby is harder and more complicated than it is, not realizing that it is an extension of natural communication.


 





I had no idea how easy signing was with your baby – I was a little sceptical at first. We learnt many of the signs through songs – which really helped. Also a lot of the signs mimic an activity or movement, or represent a shape of an object so they are easily remembered. The wider family have been communicating easily and effectively with my son, and the difference is amazing.


Martin, dad of Josiah





 


How baby signing began


Although sign language itself has records dating as far back as the 16th century, significant interest in baby sign language began in the early 1980s, when two separate and convincing research projects took place. One project was undertaken by Joseph Garcia – a student at Alaska Pacific University – and a ground-breaking 20-year study was undertaken by pioneers in the field: Linda Acredolo, Ph.D and Susan Goodwyn, Ph.D, both from the University of California, Davis. These two research projects were inspired by the researchers’ own children.


As baby signing is still an emerging phenomenon, especially within the UK, it is important to document all of the research in this area. It is also helpful to understand some of the roots of baby signing. However, if you are really keen to move straight onto the mechanics and practical instruction on how to begin signing with your baby, then you may wish to move directly to Chapter 2, and come back to read this section later.


During the 1970s, Garcia worked as an interpreter and became fascinated with his observations that babies of his deaf friends were becoming sign language ‘experts’ around the age of nine months. In the same way, his studies also showed that babies of hearing parents were not communicating much at this same point in their development. In 1987, while attending Alaska Pacific University, Garcia began to research the use of American Sign Language (ASL) for hearing babies of hearing parents, and the effect this would have on their communication.


Garcia’s own infant sons were a great advantage in his research, and became ‘test subjects’ for what eventually developed into his ‘Sign With Your Baby’ and ‘Sign 2 Me’ programmes based on American Sign Language.


At around the same time, Linda Acredolo had observed her daughter, Katie, watching the fish swimming in the fish tank at the paediatrician’s office. Katie walked up to the tank to take a closer look and started to blow. Her mother was puzzled at her daughter’s behaviour. Once they were home, Katie was put down for a nap in her cot. Above the cot hung a beautiful fish mobile, which Acredolo set in motion with a gentle blow. It was at that point she remembered her daughter in the paediatrician’s office and immediately made the connection of Katie ‘communicating’ with the fish earlier that day.


Over two decades, Acredolo, her research partner, Goodwyn, and their team began to study the impact of signing with babies as compared to those babies who did not sign. They were funded by a grant from the US National Institute of Child Health and Human Development and they were able to identify the progress of children at two, three and eight years old.
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