
Using Signs and  
Early Language Development  

 

Signing can be an important tool as your child is learning to communicate with you 
throughout his or her day. As we know, all infants and toddlers are able to 

communicate with us in many ways even before they begin talking!
 

As your family is considering using sign language with your child to help support early 
language development, here are a few important ideas that may be helpful as you make 

your decision: 

● Signing can make communication possible, and even easier for some children. It 
can serve as a bridge as children are learning to communicate throughout their 
routines. 

● Signing is great for children who are visual learners.  
● Signing may allow children more time to process the verbal information they are 

hearing. As a signer, you are able to hold or pause a sign, which you are unable to 
do with words. You are also able to help a child physically form a sign, which we are 
unable to do with spoken words.  

o Additionally, many children learn to communicate through imitation. 
Because a child is able to see their body move when forming a sign, it may be 
easier to imitate a sign when compared to a spoken word.  

● Signing may support memory. When children use sign, not only are they seeing the 
sign, but they are also hearing the word, and using their body to build connections. 
The more senses involved in learning, the easier it will be to remember over time! 

● Signing may reduce frustrations as children are able to better communicate their 
wants and needs before they are able to use the words to speak them.  
 

 

 

 

  
 

(The above information was gathered from resources available at www.signingtime.com, in addition to 
our personal experiences with teaching signs and early language development) 

 

 

http://www.signingtime.com/


Don’t just let us tell you!  
Here is some research that supports the use of signs with young children. 

 

● Some studies have found that using signs with very young children has lead to 
increased language abilities when a child is older.  

o For example in one study, researchers found that children who were taught signs at 
11 months old had larger vocabularies and used longer sentences when they were 
two years old compared to other children in the study who did not use sign. 
(Goodwyn & Acredolo, 2000) 

o In another case-study with one child, researchers found that each time a child 
learned a sign for a new concept, the word followed shortly after it. (Vallotton, 
2010) 

o In an additional study, researchers found that a child’s inventory of gestures at 13 – 
15 months correlated highly with their vocabulary at 18 – 20 months, and even 
correlated with their vocabulary in Kindergarten. (Watt, Wetherby, & Shumway, 
2006) (Rowe, Goldin-Meadow, 2009) 

● Not only does signing impact language development, but some research has even 
shown an impact on a child’s cognitive development. 

o In one study, a group of children who began signing at 11 months old were even 
found to show slightly higher IQs when assessed in second grade compared to their 
non-signing peers. (Goodwyn & Acredolo, 2000) 

● Because children who use signs may be able to communicate their emotions and 
needs with their caregivers more easily, some research has shown its impact on a 
child’s social and emotional development. 

o  For example in one study, researchers found that parents and caregivers had 
reported less tantrums, increased social skills, and even less parental stress and 
frustration because they felt better able to respond to their child’s needs. (Gongora 
& Farkas, 2009) (Vallotton, 2009) 

o This was also found to be true within  childcare settings. Research has shown that 
children who are able to sign are better able to communicate their wants/needs 
with their caregivers, hold conversations and interactions, and cope with more 
stressful routines. (Vallotton, 2008) 

Even with research supporting the use of sign language, many families still ask…  
will signing delay my child’s use of oral/spoken language?!  

● Up to this point in time, none of the research studies have found that using signs causes a 
delay in spoken language development.  

● Many studies have also found that signing is also short lived, and is used as a bridge while 
a child is learning to use oral language. Once a child is able to communicate using words, 
their use of signs will decrease dramatically, if not completely. 
 
(The above research information was gathered from resources available at www.signingtime.com, in 
addition to resources provided by ASHA [Specifically, “About Baby Signing” by Brenda Seal) 

http://www.signingtime.com/


Here are some helpful tips if your family decides to use signs as your child is 
learning to communicate! 

● Start SIMPLE. Use a few signs that are functional and motivating for the child.  
 

● Always, always, always, model and say the word as you sign. 
 

● Be consistent in both the signs you use, and when you expect your child to use them.  
 

● As a child is learning to sign, you may need to use hand-over-hand prompting to help the 
child form the sign. Prior to using this approach, always allow an opportunity for your 
child to do it independently before jumping in to help. You also don’t want to wait too long 
so that your child loses interest or becomes frustrated. Find the right balance that works 
for both you and your child.  

o Be patient as your child is processing both your request, and how to respond.  
o When using hand-over-hand assistance, it is often most helpful to prompt the child 

from behind or while they are in your lap. Stand or sit behind your child and use 
your hands to move theirs. With this position, your arms  almost become part of the 
child’s, and they may not always need to look to you for the prompt.  

o As you are using prompts with your child, gradually reduce them. Instead of always 
moving their hands, try at the elbows, or even just a verbal prompt once they 
become more successful.  
 

● Don’t worry if your child’s sign isn’t perfect. We aren’t expecting your child to use signs to 
communicate forever, the most important thing is that they are getting their meaning 
across. 
 

● Repetition builds routine. Try to incorporate signs into a variety of your daily activities. 
That way your child is practicing and being exposed to signs in a variety of contexts and 
environments.  

No matter what you decide, together we can find new and exciting ways to 
support your child’s early communication development.  

 

 

 

 

 

(Additional information about signing with your child can be found at www.signingtime.com) 

http://www.signingtime.com/

