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TALKING WITH HANDS
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“THAT’S THE SIGN FOR MILK,” says her mom, Katharine Gee, a wildlife biologist. “She can tell me
when she’s hungry instead of crying. What's great is that now her father can understand her too. Dads don't
usually pick up on all the different cries as easily.”

Babies can communicate with their parents before they can speak by making signs with their hands.
Apparently they have a lot to say, from when to change their diaper to asking for a favourite toy. Though
baby signing has been popular for a few years, the trend doesn’t seem to be slowing down. It's booming
across Canada for hearing parents and babies, with classes springing up in every community. Kathleen
Waidhofer of Baby Hands Productions says requests from Canada for her award-winning DVD, My Baby Can
Talk, increased tenfold from 2005 to 2006. The comedy Meet the Fockers, with Robert De Niro as a competitive
grandfather who teaches his toddler grandson hand signs, helped fuel the popularity. Now there's even a
Complete Idiot’s Guide, published by Alpha Books, called The New Baby Talk.

“It's a simple concept with powerful results,” says Waidhofer. “Preverbal babies who have been taught
sign language simply move their little hands to ask for something to eat or drink instead of crying.”

It's also well-established within the deaf community. Deaf parents have been using American Sign Lan-
guage for years to communicate with their infants, who typically start signing by eight months. In compari-
son, most hearing babies speak their first words between nine to 12 months.

American Joseph Garcia, after observing this gap, began research with hearing parents and hearing ba-
bies in 1987 at Alaska Pacific University. The results were startling. Hearing babies who were exposed to
signing regularly at six and seven months were able to communicate effectively using hand signs by their
eighth or ninth month.
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THE SECRET LANGUAGE OF BABIES
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“I'm sleepy.” “I'm hungry.” “I'm experiencing
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Garcia was one of the first to start the baby signing trend roll-
ing when he opened his business Sign With Your Baby. A parent
himself, he was thrilled when he was able to teach his own
infant son to sign.

“My son opened up his world to me and that would not have
been possible without those signs.”

THE BENEFITS

Parents can start teaching simple signs as early as six months.
By teaching babies even a few of the 100 basic signs, you can
understand what they want before it ends in screaming frustra-
tion. In turn, babies feel empowered by being understood. Even
when babies start talking, it usually takes considerably more
time before the child’s speech can be clearly understood.

Current studies have proved that young babies recognize
that a word or sign can represent something specific sev-
eral months earlier than medical experts previously thought.
Teaching hand signs allows babies to communicate these con-
cepts and words that they normally couldn't say until much
later. Janet Jamieson, a professor at the University of British
Columbia who teaches deaf education, confirms that the brain
is ready to produce language well before the tongue.

“Babies really are able to communicate using their hands
months earlier than they can talk,” Dr. Jamieson says. “It comes
down to physiological differences. It's easier to use a chubby
little hand than to coordinate all of the hundreds of delicate
muscles in the tongue to produce speech. It's also easier be-
cause babies can see their hands, while the tongue is hidden.”

Research on signing shows that it doesn't slow down normal
speech development and there's some evidence that it may
make kids smarter. One study in California found a gap of 12
IQ points in second grade between children who had learned
sign language as babies and those who hadn't.

WHERE’S THE DOWNSIDE?
Perhaps we're expecting too much. Parents who take sign
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language courses for the purpose of teaching their babies to
sign are likely to provide a lot of other stimulation. Signing
shouldn't get all the credit.

“1 find it highly unlikely that babies will read better in grade
two because they learned to sign as infants,” says Dr. Jamie-
son. “It's a mistake to think we're going to build a better baby.
Signing shouldn't be focused on some academic achievement
down the road. Just relax and enjoy it.”

The real benefit of signing may be the interactive contact
between parents and babies. Anything that joyfully nurtures
one-on-one contact is good.

“Classes are also better than learning from DVDs because
both parents and babies benefit from the social contact,” says
Dr. Jamieson. “Mothers have been parenting infants for thou-
sands of years. Thanks to evolution, they're inclined to cherish
their babies and do so with or without formal instruction.”

WHAT ARE BABIES REALLY LEARNING?
Signing does give babies some basic tools early, but they're not
really learning a language, according to Dr. Jamieson. What
they’re learning is 'baby sign talk’ - a few isolated bits of vocab-
ulary using a simplified form of sign language, the way babies
might start speech with early sounds like ‘ma ma ma'. Baby
signing programs tend to focus on basics like ‘wet’ or ‘milk’ be-
cause babies can successfully use those signs. And babies tend
to gravitate to the signs that work for them and get results.
"One of the first signs is milk because the hand squeezing
requires the least amount of dexterity,” says Dr. Jamieson. “All
babies can do that. They're working from their strength here.
Sign language picks up on that. If you observe a six-month-old,
you’ll see that hand shapes develop with certain regularity.
“Baby signing really only covers a transitional period from a
few to several months. It fills a gap. By 14 months, most babies
prefer to use spoken language. It's faster and they get a bigger
reaction. Once babies begin to have words, it's a natural pro-
gression for them to choose speaking over hand signing.” @

For more articles on parenting, check out www.ParentsCanada.com

Baby Hands Productions, www MyBabyCan

One out of two thousand babies is born with a tooth.
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