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Most people assume that only the Deaf Community uses sign language; h oweve r, t h i s
is not so. B e fo re babies communicate meaningful wo rds to get their needs met, t h ey
d evelop the ability to gesture. In fact, both hearing and deaf individuals are able to use
sign language as early as 8 months of age (www. s i g n 2 m e. c o m / a s l . h t m ) . Other 
populations that may benefit from sign language include those with autism, d ow n ’s 
s y n d ro m e, d evelopmental apraxia of speech, cochlear implants, oral-motor we a k n e s s , a n d
hearing children with deaf pare n t s .

T h ree Common Types of Sign Language
Similar to spoken languages, sign languages vary depending on the age, l o c a t i o n ,

e t h n i c i t y, and gender of the speake r. In the U. S . , the most commonly used types of signs
i n c l u d e :

• A S L : American Sign Language is accepted as the standard language for Deaf Culture
in North A m e r i c a . It is as diffe rent from spoken English as French or Spanish.
With its own unique set of rules, it relies on visual versus auditory commu n i c a t i o n .

• Signing Exact English or Conceptually Accurate Sign English (CA S E ) : CASE mimics
the sentence structure of standard spoken English to include art i c l e s , p l u r a l s , t e n s e s ,
e t c. In other wo rd s , you sign exactly how you would speak the same wo rd / s e n-
t e n c e.

• Signed English: Also re fe rred to as Pidgin Sign English (PSE), this method combines
the two types of signs defined above.

W hy use signs?
A common concern for parents and care g i vers is that using sign language will hamper

a child’s speech deve l o p m e n t . Ye t , whether a child is pre - ve r b a l , ve r b a l , h e a r i n g , or deaf,
t h e re are many good reasons to use sign language. H e re are some of the ways sign 
language benefits a child:
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• D e c reases frustration: Does your child whine or scream when he/she wants 
s o m e t h i n g? For children unable to communicate their needs ve r b a l ly, sign language
helps to reduce their frustration.

• Builds vo c a b u l a ry : Rather than just pointing to something, signs teach children how
to use symbols for objects, d e s c r i p t o r s , a c t i o n s , e t c.

• I n c reases social skills: Successful communication with family members and people
in a child’s env i ronment creates a sense of belonging. It also allows him/her to
manipulate language for various social functions including sharing info r m a t i o n , c o m-
m e n t i n g , re q u e s t i n g , and turn taking.

• I n c reases early literacy skills: R e s e a rch has shown that learning signs befo re 
learning to talk may encourage literacy/reading skills later in life
( w w w. s i g n 2 m e. c o m / a s l . h t m ) .

• I n c reases motor deve l o p m e n t : By creating signs, the child practices coordination of
hand and body move m e n t s , which not only improve overall motor skills, but 
u l t i m a t e ly help stimulate speech pro d u c t i o n .

• I n c rease length of utterances: Signs may help a child transition to using longer
phrases and sentences. For example, instead of using one wo rd to re q u e s t
( “ C o o k i e ! ” ) , you may ask the child to imitate two or more wo rds through signs
(“Cookie please”).

W h e re do I begin?
N ow that yo u ’ve made the decision to start signing to your child, you need to

choose vo c a b u l a ry that’s basic and general enough to use in a variety of situations. Fo r
i n s t a n c e, use the sign/wo rd “ m o re” to request “ m o re juice, m o re kisses, m o re mu s i c, t u r n
the t.v. back on,” etc.

S t a rt off easy and increase complexity as your child pro g re s s e s . To prevent frustration
and confusion, remember to collaborate with your care t a ke r, t h e r ap i s t , and/or teacher
making sure each person teaches the same signs. F i n a l ly, if speech is your child’s ultimate
go a l , a lw ays model wo rds ve r b a l ly while signing!  Some simple starter signs may include:

• E a t • D r i n k • S t o p
• P l ay • M o re • M o m / d a d
• Finished or all done • M y / M i n e • H e l p

Helpful Hints
It wo n ’t happen ove r n i g h t , but wo rds will come eve n t u a l ly for most childre n . If yo u

a re concerned that your child is not talking or he/she continues to struggle during 
i n t e r a c t i o n s , m a ke sure to contact a Speech Pathologist for answers specific to your child.
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E ve ry child is diffe re n t . You cannot fo rce a child to talk if they are not re a d y, but yo u
can encourage communication by creating opportunities to talk. For instance, keep toy s
and snacks out of re a c h . When the child shows interest in these, model a sign while also
s aying the wo rd . Remember to provide a delay, giving the child some time to imitate
your gesture.

The child’s signs may not be exactly like your model, so accept signs that are similar.
Once the child attempts to create the sign, p rovide a rew a rd by giving him/her the
requested object or action immediately. This strengthens the association between the
symbol (sign) and the object or action. Some children need “ h a n d - ove r-hand” assistance.
In such cases, an adult guides the child’s hands to create a sign befo re giving him/her the
requested object/action.
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