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Introduction

There is something magical about signing with your 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.

Today, parents by the thousands are discovering the immense benefits of signing with their babies, and they are learning that a signing baby is a happy baby. 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.

Essential Baby Sign Language offers you a way to start communicating with your child more quickly and efficiently than ever before. Featuring seventy-five of the most important signs babies need every day, this book helps you and your baby to start signing now. Through a combination of need-based and high-impact signs, you will be able to teach your baby how to express what they want and get them into the habit of signing regularly.

Now you and your baby can start signing today!






CHAPTER 1

Why Start Signing?

Babies communicate in a variety of ways from the moment they are born. The youngest of babies will connect with his parents both by crying and by making eye contact. This most primitive of exchanges enables a baby to express his needs or displeasure and also allows him to bond with his parents.

As a baby gets older, his methods of communication become more sophisticated. He graduates to using coos and smiles to express his contentment, and his cries become distinctive to his needs. At this time, he is probably discovering the many amazing things he can do with his hands, one of which can be to learn how to sign.

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.

The Benefits of Baby Sign Language

As the parent or caregiver of a baby, you have undoubtedly spent a great deal of time in one-sided conversation. With minimal 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, it is likely 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.

Although you and your baby won’t engage in fluent sign-language conversations, you will find that the level of communication 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.

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 these essential 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 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 words 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.

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.

Instant Camaraderie

A special bond will form between 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. With this shared language the two of you are likely to build a deeper friendship 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.

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. 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.

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 naysayers liken baby sign language to things like trying to teach a baby how to play concert piano or do long division.


Essential Tip

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

People 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!

Enjoy the Time with Your Baby

In addition to those dispelled myths, you may also be concerned that the process will be a time-consuming chore for you and your baby. Fortunately, learning sign language does not have to be a difficult process. It is easily incorporated into everyday life and quickly becomes a habit. In addition, most of the signs 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. 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.






CHAPTER 2

How to Get Started

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 he 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, he will begin to take notice while you sign.

	Next, he will imitate your signs.

	Finally, he will attach meaning to the signs and use them to communicate.



Imitation may be the sincerest form of flattery, but it is also an important learning tool for babies. Even very young infants will mimic mouth movements. As a baby gets older, he finds that imitating his parents usually earns him a favorable response. This fuels his fire and encourages him to continue mimicking you.

As you sign with your baby, he will be presented with many opportunities to imitate you. In fact, he may form some signs before he comprehends their meaning, simply because he wants to do what you are doing. This desire to imitate is one reason why babies tend to pick up sign language so easily.

When Is the Right Time?

The general consensus among baby-signing experts is that six to eight months is the perfect age to begin introducing your baby to sign language. At around six months, a baby is gaining comprehension of language and probably understands a few words. At around seven months, babies have developed enough fine motor skills to form some basic signs. This physical and mental development is what makes sign language a valid form of communication for babies. In addition, most babies are alert, observant, and eager to learn during this age range.

It is important to note that regardless of the age at which you introduce sign language, it may be a few months before your baby signs back to you. Even babies who are introduced to sign language at six months most commonly make their first signs between eight and ten months of age.
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