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THE
EVERYTHING®
Baby Sign
Language Book 

Dear Reader,

The first time I witnessed baby sign language in action, my son was just two months old, and crying, cooing, and smiling were the only ways in which he could communicate. So when I watched another mother speak with her infant son in a way that I couldn’t, I was intrigued. I immediately went out and did research on baby sign language. I discovered its benefits, and I learned how to demonstrate it to a baby. Four months later, my son signed MILK to me for the first time. I was hooked. Since then, we have learned dozens of new signs together.

There is something magical about signing with a baby. It gives you a glimpse into the workings of his little mind and provides extra insight into his personality. It is nothing short of amazing. As you embark upon your own signing journey, it is my sincere hope that you, too, will delight in communicating with your baby in this special way.

Sincerely,
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series! 

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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Top Ten Reasons to Sign with Your Baby

1. Your baby is trying to tell you something!

2. You will learn to sign right along with your baby.

3. Signing is a fun activity for the whole family.

4. Your baby will experience less frustration as she gets her needs met.

5. Less frustration for your baby means less frustration for you!

6. Your baby will be able to communicate with other signing babies.

7. Signing promotes interaction between you and your baby.

8. Babies who sign are better able to express themselves appropriately.

9. Signing provides the basis for a second “language” as your child gets older.

10. Babies who sign often score higher on IQ tests later in life than their nonsigning peers.





Introduction 

[image: 25n2] USING SIGN LANGUAGE to communicate with babies—it seems like everybody’s doing it. Okay, maybe not everybody, but certainly many people are doing it, and their numbers seem to increase with each passing year. A few years ago, you might have encountered an occasional hearing mom on the playground signing with her hearing baby. Such a mom (or dad) typically would have been thought of as an overachiever trying to raise a super-baby. Today, however, parents by the thousands are discovering the immense benefits of signing with their babies, and they are learning that a signing baby is not the same as a super-baby. It is no longer uncommon to see young children signing with their parents, their siblings, and even with their caregivers in daycare settings. In fact, because of the increased prevalence of baby sign, babies are now signing with each other.

So what prompted this sudden popularity of baby sign language? Is it a trendy fad that will lose steam over the next few years? Signing parents will assure you that this is not the case. Instead, it is a major advancement in the field of baby communication. Baby sign language opens up a whole new world of communication between a baby and the adults around her. It allows parents to gain early insight into the way her mind works, and it bridges the communication gap that exists during her preverbal months. Something this powerful is unlikely to go away. Instead, it seems likely that more and more parents will get onboard the baby-signing train and that it will eventually become a widespread and common practice.

Signing is a beautiful way to communicate with your child. It is fun and educational, and it is an excellent way to spend quality time together. In addition to the communication advantages it provides, signing can also contribute to a child’s academic prowess, as well as to her self-esteem. Best of all, it is an activity in which the whole family can participate.



If you are reading this book, you are undoubtedly interested in learning how to sign with your baby. You may know a lot or a little about the subject. You may wonder how it is done or where to begin. You may be familiar with sign language, or you may be a complete novice. You may still be skeptical that baby sign is even possible. The good news is that this book will address every one of these scenarios and more. You will learn how baby sign language works, why it works, and how to use it with your baby.

This book and DVD set will also show you how to make almost 200 signs. On the DVD, you will find a demonstration of each and every sign. An explanation of each sign is also included in the book. Dispersed throughout the book, you will also find photographs depicting the simpler signs that do not need in-depth illustration.

Congratulations on making the choice to sign! It is a beautiful gift to give to your child and to yourself. As you set out on your signing journey, prepare to be amazed by the things your baby wants to tell you, and prepare to watch her personality shine through in ways you have not yet imagined. Successful signing takes time and patience, but it is worth the wait.
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Chapter 1

Why Sign with 
Your Baby?

The benefits of signing with your baby are numerous. In addition to the developmental advantages it brings, parents and caregivers love being able to interact with their children. In this chapter, find out why sign language is the “new” language being spoken in playgroups, parks, and day-care centers across the country and how easy it is for you and your child to acquire.

Signing Is Fun and Easy 

If you are new to baby sign language, you may feel a bit overwhelmed and unsure of where to start. You may wonder if you are actually capable of signing with your baby and what to expect when and if she masters the signs. The good news is that it takes no special skills to sign with your baby, nor does a baby require great aptitude to acquire sign language. If you practice sign language frequently and consistently, you can expect your baby to experience these three basic stages of the learning process:

• First, she will begin to take notice while you sign.

• Next, she will imitate your signs.

• Finally, she will attach meaning to signs and use them to communicate.

You may also be concerned that the process will be a time-consuming chore or that you will have to push your baby hard in order to make progress. Fortunately, learning sign language does not have to be difficult. It is easily incorporated into everyday life and quickly becomes a habit. In addition, most of the signs that you will be practicing with your baby are basic and simple to form. Both parent and baby usually remember them easily.

Not only can signing be simple, it can (and should) be fun for everyone involved. Signing lessons can be turned into a game or can accompany a song. There are plenty of suggestions in Chapter 20 for keeping it fun, but you and your baby will likely come up with your own fun ways to learn to sign.

Meaningful Conversation 

As the parent or caregiver of a baby, you have undoubtedly spent a great deal of time in one-sided conversation. With very little response from your little one, it can be difficult to know how much, if any, of the conversation she comprehends. On the flip side of that conundrum is the likelihood that your baby has also engaged in some one-sided conversations of her own. She may coo, babble, or use baby jargon. She may be trying to express her needs or just chatting about the world around her.

While you and your baby won’t engage in fluent sign-language conversations, you will find that the level of communication that sign language provides will change your life in a positive and noticeable way. The use of sign opens up a whole new expressive world for the two of you and gives you the ability to engage in far more meaningful conversation than you are otherwise able to have.


E-FACT 

Cooing is usually one of a baby’s earliest attempts at communication. Babies as young as two months of age often make “ooh” and “ahh” sounds. These adorable little noises are often her first efforts at making conversation and should be responded to as such.



Less Frustration for Baby 

As babies become more expressive, they also become more frustrated when they are unable to convey their thoughts, wants, or needs. They are doing all they can to be clear, yet they can’t seem to get anyone to understand them. This communication gap can lead to temper tantrums, crying jags, and a feeling of dissatisfaction. As your baby begins to acquire some basic signs, she will discover that signing can get a response from you that crying and “talking” doesn’t always bring. This will result in a happier baby who derives a great deal of satisfaction from being understood.

Less Frustration for You 

It surely goes without saying that a happier baby results in a happier parent. As baby’s frustration is diminished due to her newfound ability to communicate, you will find that her improved mood will greatly improve yours, as well. But the benefits don’t end there. In the same way that baby gets frustrated when she can’t get her point across to you, you likely feel a certain amount of frustration when you are unable to convey your message to her. As your baby begins to understand your signs, you will begin to see the communication gap narrowing. Of course, a baby understands your spoken word long before she begins to speak, but when you are able to use signs that she herself is able to use, you will know with certainty that she comprehends what you are saying to her.

Help for the Terrible Twos 

If you are looking for a surefire quick fix for the terrible twos, you will not find it through sign language. The terrible twos are a developmental must, and every child goes through them. The good news is that improved communication between you and your baby can result in a less intense terrible-twos phase. The reason for this is that the terrible twos are the result of baby’s growing independence. She wants to assert that independence and make choices and decisions on her own. Unfortunately, you will not be able to give in to her every whim, and tantrums will still ensue. However, her ability to communicate through the use of sign will reduce the number of tantrums because she will be able to express her choices to you.


E-ALERT 

If you think that you won’t have to start dealing with temper tantrums until your baby is two years old, think again. The term terrible twos is a misnomer: This developmental stage often begins when a child is just a year old and may last until she is three.



For instance, a toddler might be able to tell you that she wants to eat. So you offer her a piece of fruit, a cracker, or another snack. Much to your dismay, however, your toddler begins crying, screaming, or stomping in protest. Why? Because you aren’t offering her what she wants, and because of her independent streak, she will not be satisfied with anything else. A baby who is able to sign, however, can tell you that what she really wants is a slice of cheese or a cookie. The terrible twos will reign on, but thanks to the use of sign language, they won’t be quite so bad.

Does Signing Make Babies Smarter?

Does the thought of a signing baby bring to mind images of those super-babies who can speak four languages and play the piano by the time they’re eighteen months old? If so, you’re not alone. Many people mistakenly believe that sign language is something that only overachieving parents would use with their kids. The fact is that babies who sign generally do have some developmental and academic advantages over their nonsigning peers. Does this mean you are pushing your child to be a genius or demanding super-intelligence from your toddler? Of course not. It simply means that you are giving your child an invaluable advantage that has multiple benefits.

Higher IQ Potential 

Studies performed by researchers at the National Institutes of Health have indicated that babies who learn to sign end up with higher IQs as they get older. While there may be some merit to this finding, it is also important to remember the other factors involved. Parents who sign with their babies are typically very involved in their children’s academic development. They may place a heavy emphasis on education and may often be intellectuals, themselves. They are likely to have studied all sorts of ways to give their children advantages from nutrition to educational experiences. All of these factors can help to contribute to higher IQs. Does this mean that learning sign language does not improve IQ scores later in life? Not at all! It’s just worth noting that there are many reasons why a signing baby may grow up to be generally intelligent.

Improved Self-Expression 

Another important benefit of baby sign language is that signing babies are better able to express themselves in all sorts of ways. That is, they are able to convey their thoughts and feelings in a way that nonsigning babies cannot. This ability may result in babies who are more confident and outspoken. They may come to understand the validity of their feelings earlier and understand that it is acceptable to express them.

The Multilingual Baby 

Research studies at the University of Washington have proven that it can be beneficial to teach a baby more than one language. Babies are better able to learn a second (or third) language than older children and adults. As they get older, children who are multilingual have an easier time adding additional languages to their repertoires. Being multilingual also gives them a better understanding of language in general, which could lead to better reading, writing, and comprehension skills.


E-QUESTION 

Can my baby acquire sign language in a home that is already bilingual?

Yes. Many bilingual families have discovered that sign language actually improves their child’s comprehension of each of the home’s spoken languages by providing a common denominator.



American Sign Language (ASL) is a language all its own. For that reason, a baby who is taught ASL will enjoy many of the same benefits of a child who speaks two or more spoken languages, particularly if she continues to develop her signing skills into childhood. Even if you choose to use “home signs,” your child will still reap many of the same benefits. See Chapter 3 for information on the different methods of sign language instruction and to decide which method is right for you and your child.

Bonding with Baby 

Whenever you spend one-on-one time with your baby, you are helping to create a bond that will last a lifetime. Bonding is something that happens not in an hour or a day but rather through repeated sessions of quality time. Signing with your child is one way to add a little bonding time into your routine. It provides an opportunity to learn together and engage in conversation with one another.

Quality Time 

Families today are often so busy that they don’t have much opportunity for quality time. Meals are eaten in a rush, music is only listened to in the car, and the television is a willing babysitter when a parent needs a few minutes to attend to another task. Because of this constant rushing around, many people fail to enjoy the moments spent with their children, as they are looking ahead to the next thing that has to be done.

Using sign language with your child, however, helps you to focus on the task at hand. If, during dinner, you are busy demonstrating the signs for CHICKEN and PEAS and FORK, you will be focusing on your meal and, more importantly, on your child. She will enjoy the interaction, and you will find that your mealtime is more enjoyable.

Security, Without the Blanket 

There are many things in baby’s world that can offer her a sense of security. A cherished blanket, a familiar story, and a well-loved teddy bear can all be of comfort to a baby or young child. There is nothing, however, that offers her more comfort and security than her parent or other full-time caregiver.


E-SSENTIAL 

Because many babies often form such a strong attachment to transitional objects like blankets, pillows, and teddy bears, these are good early signs to introduce. A baby will be delighted to discover that she can ask for the item simply by forming the sign. This will motivate her to form the sign again and again.



This feeling of security develops as a baby learns that she can depend on you to meet all of her needs. Through signing, you will be able to provide for even more of her needs because you will better understand her requests. The more signing you and your baby do together, the better your responses to her needs will be, thus increasing your baby’s sense of security.

Instant Camaraderie 

Do you remember being a child and forming a secret club with your friends? Perhaps you and your friends developed a special code that only you and they were able to understand. These special things held only between you and your friends gave you a sense of closeness that you would not have had ordinarily. The same is true for you and your baby when you practice sign together. Think of it as a special language between you and your baby. It is amazing to be able to communicate with your child in a way that others can’t. The two of you are likely to build a deeper friendship with this shared language that can last a lifetime.

When your baby first begins to sign, she will likely try out her signing skills with everyone around her, and she may grow frustrated when she discovers that not everyone responds to her signs. She will soon figure out who can understand her and who can’t. Those who can will enjoy sharing this special language with your child.

A Skill to Last a Lifetime 

The most obvious and immediate benefit of signing with your baby is improved communication. But a child who is taught American Sign Language signs (ASL) can retain this skill into childhood and beyond. Of course, a baby or toddler will not become fluent in American Sign Language, just as she will not be fluent in spoken English until she is older. However, baby sign (just like baby talk) can be the foundation that your child builds upon. A child who has acquired the basics of sign language as a baby will be a step ahead of ASL beginners.


E-FACT 

Prepubescent children are able to develop a fluency in a second or third language that is comparable to native speakers of the language. Older children and adults usually cannot. This makes infancy and early childhood an ideal time to introduce a second language, including sign.



Keep in mind that sign language is not just for babies. If you have an older child in the house, he can benefit, too. You can start out by demonstrating to him the same signs that you use with your baby (though obviously an older child might not have much use for words such as “bottle” and “diaper”). Unlike your baby, your older child will be able to learn the signs very quickly. In fact, don’t be surprised if your older child breezes through the signs in this book in just a matter of weeks. If he seems to be hungry for more signing opportunities, you might want to enroll him in a sign language class. This will help him to learn the patterns, rhythms, and rules of American Sign Language.

Dispelling Common Myths 

As with anything else in life that is misunderstood, a few myths seem to rear their ugly heads over and over in regard to baby sign language. Here are a few:

• Babies who sign are slower to talk.

• Babies who sign are being pushed too hard.

• Sign language can be confusing for a baby.

• Babies can’t really sign.


E-SSENTIAL 

As a signing parent, it is important that you believe in what you are doing. This will help to keep you and your child motivated. If you find that you are having doubts about the validity or effectiveness of baby sign language, talk to other signing parents and listen to their insight and experiences.



As you will read in the following sections, all of these myths can be easily refuted. If you find that family, friends, and strangers keep bringing up these misconceptions, see Chapter 5 for advice on dealing with criticism and skepticism.

Myth: Slower to Talk 

The idea that babies who sign are slower to talk than their nonsigning peers is one that comes from the misunderstanding that sign language actually replaces the spoken word. For babies who are able to hear, that just is not true. In fact, babies who practice sign language are often quicker to talk than their nonsigning peers. Why? Because part of using signs with babies involves saying each word out loud as you are signing. For this reason, many signing babies will learn a new spoken word and its sign at the same time.

Myth: Pushed Too Hard 

Many people who are uneducated about baby sign language feel that these babies are being pushed too hard to learn a skill that is outside of their natural ability. These nay-sayers liken baby sign language to things like trying to teach a baby how to play concert piano or do long division.


E-ALERT 

Although a parent who signs with her baby is not necessarily trying to create a super-baby, it is possible to subject her to undue amounts of pressure. This is true for any skill a baby is learning, such as walking, talking, or potty training. Remember to be patient with your child and let her learn at her own pace.



The truth is, babies have a natural inclination to gesture and do so on their own to express their needs. Babies will raise their arms when they want to be picked up and point to an object that they want to have. Using sign language just taps into this natural ability.

Myth: Confusion for Baby 

Subscribers to this myth believe that signing with babies will be confusing because they will not understand what you are saying. In the beginning, of course, they will not understand, just as they do not understand an unfamiliar new word the first time you speak it. However, as you continue to sign with your baby, comprehension will set in. When that happens, your baby will likely be less confused by language than her nonsigning peers.

Myth: Babies Can’t Sign 

It goes without saying that those who believe a baby can’t learn to sign are people who have never witnessed it for themselves. These unbelievers may think that a baby is just making meaningless gestures or that a parent is seeing something that isn’t really there. Unfortunately, these skeptics will not be convinced until they see a signing baby in action. There are thousands of signing babies and toddlers whose signing skills could easily prove that babies can sign. It won’t be long before your baby can prove it, too!


Chapter 2

Why Signing Works 

If you are new to the world of baby sign language, you may be wondering if babies can really use sign. Scientific studies conducted by baby-sign pioneers, such as Dr. Joseph Garcia and Dr. Linda Acredolo, have shown that they can. More importantly, though, babies across the country are proving it by actually using sign language to communicate with those around them. This chapter will explore the reasons why sign language works for countless others and why it can also work for you and your baby.

Traditional Use of Sign 

In its infancy, structured sign language was developed as a method for Deaf people to communicate with each other. In one form or another, it has been in practice for many years. In fact, one of the founding fathers of sign language was a sixteenth-century Italian physician named Geronimo Cardano. He developed the notion that Deaf people could learn to communicate by using a standard set of symbols. Until the late 1950s, however, the use of sign language was a controversial subject, and not everyone saw it as a legitimate form of communication. For years, sign language was banned even in schools for the Deaf. This was done in an attempt to mainstream children who were deaf or hard of hearing.
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