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INTRODUCTION


So you want to teach your child sign language? You’ve just taken the first step to making that goal a reality. You may be wondering,”Can it really be done? Is it really possible to teach my little baby to talk using sign language?” Unequivocally yes.


All four of my children used sign language during the first two years of their lives (and beyond). My oldest, with whom I had the most time to spend working, picked up a large vocabulary and used signs often. Because he had chronic ear infections, signing was especially helpful for him. He could easily communicate with me when his ear was hurting, or when he was hungry, and tell me what he wanted, all just using his hands. When his little sister was born just 21 months after him, he helped teach the signs to her. Several years later came our identical twin boys, who also signed. By then, time was a precious commodity. Even with four kids five years of age and younger, we were still able to teach sign language and found it to be a very useful and effective communication tool.Though our twins didn’t have the signing vocabulary that our oldest had, using a core group of signs made my life easier and simpler.


Today, though those baby twins are now nine years old, sign language still peppers our everyday conversations. The I love you sign is used often, through car windows, and at bedtime just before we close the door. Even just walking through the room, we often raise our hands, saying, “I love you,”and our kids are reminded by that simple gesture that we love them. My oldest, now a 14-year-old milk addict, still asks for milk by flashing me the milk sign. While eating, if the kids’ mouths are full they still ask for more using their hands. On a recent vacation we were able to communicate across ski lift lines with simple commands like wait and stop. So, does sign language have a benefit beyond the baby years? Absolutely!
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The Benefits of Sign Language


If you are interested in achieving effective communication with your child, positioning your child for greater classroom success later, and having a less frustrated and more content child, teaching sign is well worth the effort.


1. Increased Communication


Imagine being able to understand, talk, and communicate easily and effectively with your six month old. Who wouldn’t want that ability, right? Sign language makes this possible. As early as the age of six months, your baby is able to begin repeating, understanding, and using sign language to tell you what he wants or needs.


Effective give-and-take verbal communication usually does not occur until your child is around 18 months old, which means using sign language can potentially allow you to understand and communicate a full year earlier. You won’t have to wonder if a cry means your baby is hungry, tired, or wants a favorite blanket or pacifier. Instead, through sign, baby will tell you, eliminating the crying guessing game. Not only will you understand baby earlier, but you and baby will experience less frustration and fewer tears, and the moments that you spend together will be more fulfilling without the aggravation of misunderstandings.
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2. Reduced Frustration


Deciphering tears is never easy. Hungry? Tired? Does she want a toy, a cracker, to go outside? Before articulation of words is possible, your child has long understood the meaning of food, drink, mom, dad, and favorite possessions. Yet the ability to articulate the words has not caught up with your child’s conceptual understanding.Through sign, your child will be able to say words though his verbal skills are not yet acquired. Eguipping yourchild with a vocabulary of signs to communicate feelings, ideas, and desires can help reduce frustration caused by being unable to communicate otherwise. When you as a parent understand your baby and can give him what he wants or needs, you will feel more relaxed and will experience less stress in your parenting.


3. Increased Bonding


Sign language creates another bonding opportunity for you and your child. When signing is used properly in an encouraging environment, the increased communication and understanding can weave your family unit closer together.


4. Increased Language and Verbal Acquisition Skills


Most people don’t understand how using signs can actually help your child gain language and verbal usage earlier. Because your child will be learning the conceptual meanings of words through sign, your child is understanding language at an earlier age. Research indicates that gesturing or the use of baby sign can be an effective and important tool in your child’s language development. A 2009 study by Elizabeth Crais, Linda Watson, and Grace Baranek at the University of North Carolina found a”strong relationship between gesture use and later communicative skills” and a 2005 report by Jana Iverson and Susan Goldin-Meadow suggests that the use of gesturing might pave the way for language development.The report stated,”The fact that gesture allows children to communicate meanings that they may have difficulty expressing verbally raises the possibility that gesture serves a facilitating function for language learning.”The report even went so far as to say, “There is evidence that the act of gesturing can itself promote learning.”


Additionally, your child will have more practice communicating, which helps with classroom adjustment later. In fact, children who use sign language as babies have been shown to have a higher IQ than children who do not sign as babies. A study performed by Linda Acredolo and Susan Goodwyn in 2000 found a 12-point I.Q. advantage in children who used baby signs during their second year of life over children who had no exposure to gesturing or baby sign.


Frequently Asked Questions


You might wonder,“Will this baby sign language concept really work?” It is normal and healthy to have a little skepticism. Here are some common questions and concerns parents considering signing may have:


How much time will it take?


The answer to this question depends on how much you want to integrate sign language into your family dynamic. If you choose just to season your communication with a few sign essentials, then teaching sign language won’t take long at all. Demonstrating and encouraging your child to learn and use a few signs will probably happen very quickly if you use the signs in context and consistently. If you choose to develop a large vocabulary, then begin small and add on as your child masters the words. Learning more words will obviously take more time. Use what is best for your family. If you have older children, teach them at the same time, taking advantage of the opportunity to teach a foreign language.


What does it require of me?


Don’t worry; knowing sign language already is not a prerequisite. In this bookyou will find the tools to easily learn and teach your child sign language. If your fingers feel off at first, that’s okay. Remember, you are learning a new language too, so it’s okay to feel awkward and to make mistakes.


While experience is not needed, a consistent effort on your part is. Using the signs consistently, in context, every day will ensure signing success.


It will also require patience. Learning sign language does not often occur overnight. Don’t get frustrated and don’t give up if you don’t see immediate success.
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You will also need to add a little more time to your daily routine. It may take just a little longer to eat, get dressed, or get bedtime going when you first start to incorporate signing into your routine. But in the long run, knowing and using those signs will make those activities run more efficiently.


Signing requires commitment. If you are only semicommitted or use the signs sporadically, then you probably won’t see much benefit. Partner your signing with reading aloud and lots of talking to help get the most out of the experience.


Do I have enough time?


Think you don’t have enough time? That is the beauty of sign language. It is a supplementary tool to help you as a parent increase communication. So supplement as you are able with the words you find most helpful. For us, mealtime signs were the most used. Next, animal signs were fun to learn, and we found clothing signs helpful in getting dressed. No two families will need to use the exact same signs. Pick and choose what works best for your family and your family dynamics. As you go through each chapter, don’t feel compelled to learn every single sign. Decide which will best aid and assist communication in your home, and learn those signs.


How to Use This Book


Are you ready to begin effective communication with your baby? The first six chapters focus on signs that you can easily teach your child up to age 12 months. It’s probably best to wait to begin introducing sign to your baby until he is at least six months old. (Introducing sign before this age certainly won’t harm your child, but it will be more for your benefit and practice than for your child.) We’ll begin using mealtime signs, which are easy to introduce in context as your child eats. Chapters 7 through 12 focus on signs that can enlarge and enrich your vocabulary foundation. These signs may be a little more complex and require more refined fine motor development, and are geared for the older baby. Last, chapters 13 through 17 include signs for all ages, including many that you may find appropriate for preschool-aged children. Chapters 18 and 19 show the American Manual Alphabet and numbers. Go ahead and familiarize yourself with the American Manual Alphabet. Many of the other everyday signs you learn will be based on the letters of the alphabet, so knowing these letter signs will help you as you acquire each new sign.


Chapter 20 provides fun finger play songs ranging from simple to longer and more complex songs. Explore these songs for some creative movement fun and to encourage expression through sign.There is also a resource directory including helpful Web sites.


Flex those fingers and get ready to communicate with your baby!





TOP TEN DOS AND DON’TS


Remember, using sign language with your baby is all about increasing communication and reducing frustration. To encourage success, keep the following principles in mind.


Top Ten Things to Do When Signing with Your Baby:


1. Be consistent. Use the signs throughout the day consistently and in the same context.


2. Do it often. It is not enough to show your child a sign one day, or even to use it for a week. Your child needs to see the signs often, at home and out and about.
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3. Use a few signs at once. Introducing a few signs at the same time in context is good. Introducing many signs out of context will leave your child overwhelmed.


4. Do it with the goal in mind—communication. Teaching your child sign language is about communication, not about teaching your child a trick or impressing others.


5. Read, read, read. Reading aloud helps increase verbal and language acquisition skills. Read to your child often and sign as you read.


6. Help child with signs. Your child will need your help. Gently help him form the signs, then repeat the sign back to him.


7. Wait for mastery with signs you have already introduced before introducing more new signs.


8. Look for opportunities. Teachable moments are all around you. Sign and talk to your baby about the world around him.


9. Do it everywhere with everyone. Sign language is not just for home use. Be consistent by using it everywhere at all times.


10. Be supportive and encouraging. Learning sign language should be a positive experience.


Top Ten Things Not to Do When Signing with Your Baby:


1. Don’t demand signing or withhold objects if child refuses to sign. Don’t frustrate your child by forcing him to sign. Signing should reduce, not increase frustration.


2. Don’t turn signing into a negative experience. If your child just isn’t getting it, that’s okay. In time the signs will come. Don’t express negativity.


3. Don’t create tears instead of reduce tears by overwhelming child with too many signs or by being demanding.


4. Don’t be sporadic. Success with signing will only come with consistent use of signs.
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5. Don’t overwhelm your child by going too fast, using too many signs, or by using signs out of context.


6. Don’t make your child show off her skills. Your child is not a dog who has graduated from obedience school. Signing is for communication, not for tricks.


7. Don’t put too much pressure on yourself. Success is subjective. Use sign so it works for, not against, your family.


8. Don’t give up easily. Remember, signing takes time. You’ll have to invest a little time before you may see the reward.


9. Don’t have unrealistic expectations. If your child is three or four months old, don’t expect to see results yet. Don’t expect to introduce a sign once and have your child sign back to you. Go into teaching sign with realistic expectations.


10. Don’t introduce signs without tone, inflection, and excitement. Pique interest with animation and excitement. A boring tone and lack of excitement will not entice your child to sign.







TIME TO EAT


Mealtime is a great opportunity to use, introduce, and teach signs to baby


Congratulate yourself for taking the time and effort to increase communication with your child. Learning and teaching sign language can help alleviate frustration and stress for both you and your child. Ready to get started?


We will begin with learning American Sign Language signs at mealtime. Why mealtime? It is the most natural and easiest place to integrate signs into the daily routine. Baby is in a high chair or booster seat, which not only makes using both of your hands easier, but it provides a location for baby to be a captive audience.


Hungry
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	Form the letter C shape. (Refer to the American Manual Alphabet in Chapter 18).


	Place the letter C at the top of your chest with fingertips touching your chest.


	Move the C download on your chest toward the top of your tummy.








You will learn the words: hungry, all done, more, and eat. These four signs are perfect for getting started and seeing how easily sign language can be integrated into your routine. Don’t begin with too many signs at once. Using these first four signs will begin to make you comfortable and confident in your ability to sign and teach your child. Use these signs often, every time you eat or drink with your child. Speak the words as you introduce the signs and use the signs in context. Next, help your child sign the word after you have signed it.


All Done or Finished
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	Use this sign after your baby has clearly indicated she is finished eating or playing with a certain object. Later, she may use this sign even in a social setting when she has had enough.


	Place both hands about shoulder level with palms open and facing forward.


	Swivel the hands back and forth several times.


	Say, “All done” or “Finished” as you make this sign.








More
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More uses both hands. Each hand closes the tips of the fingers to the tip of the thumb.


	Bring the hands to meet and pull them apart again.


	Make sure that every time you say the word more, you’re signing it at the same time.


	Repetition is essential for quick learning. Not only does repeating help the baby learn the sign, it also provides great modeling for the baby’s future verbal skills.








ZOOM




Repetition and consistency are essential for success. Model for your child with words and signs. For example, if you are working on integrating more, model this way: “Do you want more cereal? More?” while signing and speaking the word repeatedly. Then give her more. Next, help baby sign more by gently moving her hands for her. Keep doing this with every meal.





Eat
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Eat uses the dominant hand. If you are right handed, use your right hand.


	Bring the thumb to meet your fingertips.


	In a back-and-forth motion, move your hand to and away from your mouth.


	This motion imitates the act of eating something.











WHAT I WANT


Understanding what your child wants reduces frustration for you and your child


Teaching your child how to sign will give her a voice for some simple concepts and words that she is not yet able to articulate. Instead of crying and screaming for a bottle or for a drink, she will be able to quickly, quietly, and easily tell you exactly what she wants. Certainly tears, pointing, and grunting communicate some needs and wants, but pointing is not specific, and frustration usually mounts as baby and parent grapple to understand one another. Through the use of the hands you are giving your baby the ability to talk to you before she is able to do so verbally.


Bottle




[image: Note that here the sign is being made with the palm down. Young children may create their own variations on the standard hand movements.]




	
Bottle uses both hands. Place your stationary hand in a flat, horizontal position with the palm up.


	With your dominant hand, form the letter C (refer to the American Manual Alphabet in Chapter 18) and turn it horizontally so the thumb faces up. Place the dominant hand on the stationary hand.


	Move the dominant hand upward, and constrict the C into the letter O, representing the tighter closed end of the bottle.








It may sound counterintuitive to teach a hearing baby to talk with her hands. Shouldn’t parents be more concerned with teaching their babies to talk? But by signing you are actually laying a strong foundation for verbal language acquisition. And there is no evidence that learning sign language delays normal speech development. In fact, research shows that learning sign may actually enhance future language skills (Iverson and Goldwin-Meadow). Additionally, children who sign as babies and toddlers tend to read at an earlier age.


Drink
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	Form the letter C with the dominant hand. (Refer to the American Manual Alphabet in Chapter 18.)


	Begin the sign at about chest level.


	Move the letter C to your lips as though your hand is holding a cup or glass.


	Tip the C as though you were taking a drink from the glass.








The four signs that are introduced in this spread—bottle, drink, milk, and want—communicate basic concepts that are a part of baby’s everyday world. In addition, they are simple enough that even infants as young as six months old can begin to form these words and begin to communicate through their hands. If your child isn’t able to form the exact hand movements yet, that’s okay! Early signers will often make their own variation of the sign, or will just do part of the sign.


Milk
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Milk uses the dominant hand.


	
Milk emulates the motion of milking a cow.


	Move your hand in and out of a tight fist several times.


	Make sure to say“Milk”as you use this sign. Use this sign consistently and often. It is one of the easiest for babies to form and to learn quickly.








Want
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Want uses both hands.


	Begin with both hands at about chest level, slightly extended. Have palms facing upwards with the fingers slightly bent.


	Bring both hands simultaneously towards your body as you slightly bend your fingers in a gripping motion.


	Facial expression and tone of voice should be married to the sign. Be sure to look and sound as though you want something.











IN THE HIGH CHAIR


Learning signs every child will need and use in the high chair


The high chair or booster seat is destined to become a place your baby will know well. Not only is it the place where she gets her favorite snacks, meals, and drinks, but it will also be the place where she learns how to talk to you. Here we will learn the signs bib, spoon, cup, and bowl. So, what if you aren’t using a bowl or cup yet? That’s okay; just don’t teach those signs yet. Wait to introduce those signs when it is appropriate. Signs should always be introduced in context, so there is no point in teaching cup if your child is still using a bottle. You decide what words you want to teach. You can always come back to words that you want to acquire later. Begin with integrating just one or two signs into your routine. Once you and your child have mastered those two signs, go ahead and add one or two more. Adding too many signs too quickly will hinder understanding and may frustrate both you and your child.


Bib
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Bib uses both hands.


	Pretend to place a bib on yourself with fingers clasped as though you are holding the bib.


	Next, pull the hands behind your neck as though to fasten the bib.


	Remember to always verbally speak the word as you sign the word.








Spoon




[image: image]




	Form the letter U with the dominant hand, using both the index and middle finger extended while all other fingers are closed. (Refer to the American Manual Alphabet in Chapter 18.)


	Scoop the letter U upwards in the way you would use a spoon.


	Say the word “Spoon” as you sign it.








Teaching signs in the high chair might seem like an extra chore at a time of day that can already be stressful. Realize that signing is worth the time and effort you put into it. As your child begins to understand these important words and concepts you’ll see the value and benefit of your effort.


Cup
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The signs for bowl and cup are iconic signs, meaning they look like the word being signed.




	
Cup looks very similar to the sign for bottle. Begin by forming the letter C with your dominant hand.


	Hold the stationary hand flat, horizontal with the palm facing upwards.


	Place the letter C on the stationary hand and move the hand upwards. Your hand will look as though it is holding a cup or a glass.








ZOOM




Most infants begin to babble and form beginning words between 9 and 12 months. However, effective verbal communication usually does not take place until around 18 months to two years. Through the use of sign, you can potentially begin to have effective communication with your baby as early as six months old.





Bowl
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The signs for bowl and cup are iconic signs, meaning they look like the word being signed.




	
Bowl uses both hands. Begin with the hands side by side. Cup the hands slightly, and face palms upward.


	Simultaneously move each hand outward in an arc as though it were forming the shape of the bowl.


	Make sure you wait to sign when your child is looking at you. Repeat the sign as you say the word to help gain association between the object, the word, and the sign.











FINGER FOODS


Use snacks and meals to expand your signing vocabulary


At around six months old, most babies have been given the go-ahead from their doctors for the introduction of solid foods. Signs of readiness include being able to sit well when supported and being able to swallow food. As you are introducing solids, you’ll probably be using these words quite a bit at mealtime: banana, apple, cookie, and cracker. These common words have simple signs that you and baby can easily learn. Remember to model both with your hands and with your voice as you show and introduce a new sign. Don’t forget to continue using the signs you have already taught your child.


Banana
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Banana is a fun two-handed sign.


	Before you begin, imagine peeling a banana. Your hands will be mimicking that motion.


	With your stationary hand, form the number 1 with your index finger extended.


	With your dominant hand, pretend you are peeling back the skin from a banana.


	Baby will quickly understand and associate the sign for banana with the word for banana.








While you are in the process of establishing the habit of signing during meals, go ahead and establish habits that will create healthy living and eating. Have all meals at the highchair or in your lap at a table. From an early age, ensure television is not part of mealtime. Provide a balanced diet and resist the temptation to introduce sweets or fast food. Last, stop feeding when baby is full, not when the jar or bowl is empty. Set a good foundation for mealtime habits later on in life.


Apple




[image: Our model found it easier to use her index finger rather than her thumb. Remember, technical accuracy is not as important as communication.]




	
Apple uses only one hand.


	Using your dominant hand, form the letter A with the thumb beside the folded-down fingers. (Refer to the American Manual Alphabet in Chapter 18.)


	Place the thumb of the letter A on the side of your chin.


	Slightly turn your wrist back and forth.








Cookie
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Cookie uses both hands.


	Hold the stationary hand flat, palm facing upward.


	Use the dominant hand to form a C with the fingertips placed on top of the stationary hand.


	Move the C back and forth as though you are using a cookie cutter.








ZOOM




The guidelines for introducing solid foods are similar to the guidelines for introducing new signs. Timing and an awareness of baby’s mood can mean the difference between success and frustration. Don’t force baby to sign or try something new when he’s fussy or tired. And introduce new foods one at a time.





Cracker
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Cracker uses both arms and hands.


	Begin with the stationary arm bent with the elbow pointing forward.


	Form a fist with the dominant hand.


	Place the dominant fist on the elbow. Next, move it away from the elbow.


	Repeat this movement, much like knocking on a door, several times.











HOW I WANT IT


Descriptive words form a natural progression in baby’s ability to communicate her needs


Here you will learn signs that will help your child describe what she is experiencing. You will teach your child to say hot, cold, big, and little. Understanding these concepts is part of your baby’s growing comprehension of the world around her.


As you observe your child learning and properly using various signs, take a moment to make sure she is on track in other areas as well. It is always a good idea to check that your child is close to, meeting, or exceeding key developmental milestones. If your child was born full term and is not yet meeting these milestones, it is important to talk to your doctor to determine why.


Hot
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Hot uses only one hand.


	Form a loose, somewhat open C with your dominant hand.


	Begin the sign with the loose C close to your mouth, fingertips toward your mouth.


	Rotate and move downward the C so that it ends with the fingertips facing away from your body.








Cold
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Cold uses both arms and hands.


	Envision yourself freezing and shivering, and the natural movement you make when you are shivering.


	Tuck your arms close beside your body, fists tight and moving back and forth.


	As you say “Cold,” be sure your face is saying it, too!








6- to 7-month-old milestone check


Physically, it is appropriate for your child to be doing the following:


Be able to lift head while placed on stomach.


Be able to sit up in a high chair.


When held in a standing position, be able to bear almost all of her own weight on her legs.


Be able to roll over from back to stomach.


Be able to rake or pick up a small object.


Be able to sit, even for just a moment, with little assistance.


Big
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Big uses both hands.


	Place both hands at about chest level, palms facing each other.


	Depending on how“big” something is will determine how far apart your hands are. If something is large, place hands about shoulder level apart.


	If describing something enormous, then have fun being creative. Use voice, facial expression, and placing hands very far apart to convey the message of something very large.








Cognitively, it is appropriate for your child to be doing the following:


Begin to imitate actions such as blowing lips, smiling, or sticking out the tongue.


May begin to fear strangers.


Begin to make sounds resembling short words.


Be able to know and recognize mom and dad.


Little
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Little uses both hands.


	Begin with both palms spread apart at chest level, with the palms of each hand facing each other.


	Next, move both hands together to signify something growing smaller.


	Say the word “Little” with inflection as you sign, helping to convey the meaning of something small or little.











SIMPLE COMMANDS


Be able to instruct your child or ask a question with simple signs


The next four signs, wait, full, stop, and enough, can be used in a variety of settings. Begin using these signs at mealtime to signal when baby is done eating, or when pouring milk or cereal, or even to ask for patience. Once your child has a clear understanding of what these words mean, go ahead and use them whenever and wherever appropriate, indoors or outdoors.


Wait
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Wait uses both hands. Hold both hands at about chest level.


	The palms of both hands face your body.


	Wiggle the fingers of the hands back and forth.


	As you say the word “Wait,” use a tone that conveys the meaning too.








These signs are especially useful as basic commands to keep your child safe. In just a few short months, your precrawling or crawling baby is going to be very mobile, making safety more of an issue. Taking the time to ready your house now can help prevent catastrophic accidents later.


If your child is showing signs of emerging mobility, it’s a good idea to head to the hardware store. Electrical outlet plugs will help keep your child safe from accidental electrocution. Keep cords away from baby’s reach to prevent unwanted objects from falling onto baby. Ensure that stairs are blocked by safety gates. If you are in an older home, check the distance between railings. If the distance between each rail is greater than 4 inches, then it is necessary to cover the railing with Plexiglas or other protective covering. Buy and install latches for all drawers, cabinets, and cupboards that contain dangerous items such as cleaning agents and medicines and keep them out of baby’s reach.




Full




	“Full” uses the dominant hand.


	Form the letter B with the thumb folded across the palm of the hand. The remaining four fingers will be together and straight. (Refer to the American Manual Alphabet in Chapter 18.)


	Place the B on your stomach with the side of the index finger touching your body and the palm facing downwards.


	In a straight upward motion bring the hand up to the bottom of your chin as though you are full to the top.








Stop
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Notice how the stationary hand is palm down, instead of palm up. It’s okay if your child alters or changes the sign for ease of communication.




	
Stop uses both hands.


	Hold the stationary hand in a number 5 position, flat, palm facing upwards. (Refer to the number list in Chapter 19.)


	With the dominant hand, form a flat, closed palm with thumb out and the rest of the fingers touching.


	Strike the dominant hand against the stationary hand abruptly and with force, as though something should stop immediately.








Enough
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Enough uses both hands. Form a closed fist with the stationary hand.


	Form a flat palm with the dominant hand.


	Brush the dominant hand over the stationary hand two times.


	Use this sign at mealtime, story time, bath time, and more!













YOU & ME


Teach baby easy signs and help him bond with the important people in his life


Signing gives you purposeful communication. The time spent is intentional and makes use of the teachable moments. It is a great way for parents and grandparents to bond with baby. Try to encourage family members and child-care providers to use signs too. They don’t have to learn everything you know, but teach them the ones your child uses the most. They can also reap the benefit of reduced frustration and will enjoy this fun way to bond with your child.


Mom
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Mom uses one hand only.


	Make the number 5 with your dominant hand. (Refer to the number list in Chapter 19.)


	Place the thumb on the chin.


	Move the hand just slightly back and forth on and off the chin.








Here we will learn the signs mom, dad, baby, and love. Use these signs as mom or dad comes through the door, or when mom or dad is outside in the yard or in the other room. Help encourage association by saying and signing the words often. The more you repeat, and model through speaking and signing, the more success you will have. It’s not enough to work on it for one day or even one week. Signing requires effort every day, throughout the day. Help baby say the signs back to you by gently moving her hands as you say the words out loud. When dad comes home after work, make a production, be excited, and verbally talk about daddy coming home, coupled with the sign dad at the same time.


Dad




[image: image]




	
Dad uses one hand only.


	
Dad is very similar to mom except that it is made on the forehead.
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