Selection 6

BABIES WHO COMMUNICATE: IT’S A GOOD SIGN!

Based on information at www.babysigns.com

Connecting with What You Already Know

Do these exercises before you read the selection.

Preview this selection by reading the

· title; 

· introduction (in italics);
· first paragraph;

· last paragraph.

1. Based on your preview, what do expect this article to be about?

2. What, if anything, have your read, heard, or experienced, with regard to babies learning signs in order to communicate?

3. In the selection, you’ll encounter the following words. Identify any words you already know or think you know. Most words have more than one meaning. After you have read the selection, you will have an opportunity to deduce (reason out) their meanings according to how they were used in the selection. At that point, either you will discover that you were correct, or you’ll have a new word in your vocabulary.
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Babies Who Communicate: It’s a Good Sign!

Have you ever been someplace where you didn’t speak the language? If so, do you remember how frustrated you felt? Surely babies must experience that same frustration every day until they begin to learn to speak. Is there a way to help infants and toddlers communicate sooner? Read this article about one creative way of accomplishing this.

1
Babies learn to wave bye-bye long before they can say the words. They raise their arms when they want to be picked up. They discover the power of shaking their head to say “no!” Toddlers mimic the finger movements for the “Itsy-Bitsy Spider” song before they can all sing the words. It seems that making gestures just comes naturally to humans, even very young ones.

2
Perhaps you saw the wildly successful 2005 comedy, “Meet the Fockers.” The movie opens with a scene between Jack Byrnes (Robert DeNiro) and his grandbaby, Little Jack (played by toddler twins Spencer and Bradley Pickren). Little Jack sits in his high chair giggling. He and his grandfather use American Sign Language to “chat.” Little Jack tells his grandfather what he wants: among other things, more food and a nap. The twins’ real life mother acknowledges she had a practical reason for teaching her sons to sign: she was worried about having to deal with two tantrums at the same time. Because her children can express their basic needs and feelings, there are fewer tantrums. (Incidentally, Debra Messing, star of the long running “Will and Grace” TV series, has taught her baby son to sign.)

3
Parents of hearing-impaired and deaf have always relied on sign language to help their children learn to communicate. Nowadays, many parents of hearing children are teaching them to sign. The trend has steadily gained momentum. In fact, it’s become an industry. There are baby signing books, videotapes, CDs, DVDs, flashcards (seen in Meet the Fockers), websites, and training classes. Some daycare facilities advertise that they incorporate signing as part of their program. 

4
Since the early 1980s, psychologists Linda Acredolo and Susan Goodwyn have been investigating the use of signs to help hearing babies and toddlers communicate.  The two researchers, who are child development specialists, are also the authors of the best-selling book, Baby Signs: How to Talk with Your Baby Before Your Baby Can Talk (McGraw-Hill). They teach parents how to use a combination of American Sign Language signs, used by the deaf, and signs made up by the babies or parents. 

5
Consistency and repetition are crucial for success. A particular sign must consistently be used to represent the same thing, and parents should use the sign every time they say the word. It also requires patience: it may take hundreds of repetitions and considerable time before a baby responds with a sign. Some advocates advise teaching signing to babies and toddlers between the ages of 9 months and 2 1/2 years, but research that indicates that some babies as young as 6 to 7 months can sign.

6
The goal is not to make children fluent signers, but rather to give them a set of basic, practical signs. The book Baby Signs concentrates on only 100 words. Regardless of the program, babies learn signs for functional terms such as eat/hungry, bottle, diaper change, yes, no, sleep/nap, milk, crackers, cereal, happy, hurt/pain, more, all gone/finished, bath, need help, afraid, thank you, sorry, ball, play, and “where?”

7
Specific signs vary from program to program, but even so, most tend to be logical. For example, in one system, touching the thumb to the mouth is the sign for “drink.” Opening and closing a fist, the motion used in milking cows, signifies “milk.” Turning the palms up is the sign for “where?” To indicate something is hot, the sign is blowing hard, the way an adult would blow on hot coffee. The sign for “out” or “outside” might be a knob-turning gesture. 

8
Gestures for abstract concepts are less intuitive. For example, touching the index fingers together can be used to communicate “more.”  Patting the chest repeatedly is used in one system to mean “afraid” and in another to mean, “I need help with something.” 

9
Toddlers quickly learn to put signs together. A toddler who can’t reach her teddy bear might display the signs for “need help” and “bear.” A toddler who wants more milk might make the signs for “milk” and “more.” A baby who wonders where the dog is might make the signs for “dog” and “where?” 

10
Why are advocates so ardent about teaching babies to sign? Researchers Acredolo and Goodwyn say that there are plenty of reasons to be enthusiastic. They assert that babies who can sign are less frustrated—and therefore cry less—because they can express their needs. Parents are less frustrated, too, because they don’t have to guess why the baby is crying or where it hurts! Acredolo and Goodwyn also contend that

parents who encourage symbolic gesturing [signing] are enabling their toddlers to learn how valuable language can be. This knowledge, in turn, motivates the toddlers to explore all forms of communication—including the more demanding modality of spoken words. Just as learning to crawl increases rather than decreases a child’s motivation to walk, use of gestures increases rather than decreases the child’s motivation to talk. (2000. “Impact of Symbolic Gesturing on Early Language Development.” Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 24, 81-103.)
Their finding should ease parents’ concern that signing might hinder their child’s oral language development. When babies discover that communicating gets their needs met, it fuels their motivation both to sign and speak words. 

11
Acredolo and Goodwyn cite other positive effects of teaching hearing babies to sign. They conclude that it 

· strengthens the child-parent bond;

· accelerates the time it takes babies to learn to talk;

· enhances babies’ overall cognitive and intellectual development;

· reduces toddlers’ sense of helplessness by giving them greater control over their circumstances;

· gives babies pleasure to be able to communicate.

 12
Not everyone, however, agrees with Acredolo, Goodwyn, and other baby-signing proponents. Critics and skeptics argue that the benefits are not due to signing, but rather to the increased time signing parents spend communicating and interacting with their young children. They say that it’s the increased attention that enhances the parent-child relationship. Moreover, they point out that it’s long been known that the more parents talk to babies, the larger the babies’ vocabularies become. And, of course, larger vocabularies correlate with higher scores on I.Q. tests and higher grades. 

13
Despite these criticisms, many parents take the position that teaching their baby to sign “can’t hurt, and it might help.” Every parent wants to give his or her child the best start possible—and that’s a good sign.

Source: Based on information at www.babysigns.com.

VOCABULARY CHECK

Directions: Use the context clues from both sentences to reason out the meaning of the italicized words. The answer you choose should make sense in both sentences. You may use a dictionary to confirm your answer choice, but be sure the meaning you select fits the context of both sentences. 

1. Toddlers mimic the finger movements for the “Itsy-Bitsy Spider” song before they can all sing the words. 

Since toddlers are mobile, they have to be watched even more closely than babies.


Toddlers (t8dZlMrz) is a noun that means 




(paragraph 1)


a. children between birth and three months of age.


b. children between three and six months of age.


c. children around the age they are learning to walk.


d. children age four or older.

2. The trend has steadily gained momentum. 

It looked as if the Senate would approve the tax-cut, but then the idea lost momentum and fizzled.


Momentum (m7-m+nZtMm) is a noun that means



(paragraph 3)


a. unpopularity; disapproval.


b. energy; a force that moves forward or ahead.


c. a brief period of time.


d. a majority vote.

3. Gestures for abstract concepts are less intuitive.


The child seemed to have an intuitive sense of right and wrong, and she almost 

always did the right thing without having to be told.


Intuitive (2n-tLZ2-t2v) is an adjective that means

   

(paragraph 8)

a. based on natural instinct or tendency.

b. based on guesses.

c. easily fooled.

d. inappropriate; improper.

4. Why are advocates so ardent about teaching babies to sign?


Advocates of the death penalty gathered on one side of the courthouse and protestors gathered on the other.


Advocates (#dZvM-k2ts.) is a noun that means




(paragraph 10)

a. those who attend public rallies and demonstrations.

b. those who oppose a cause.

c. those who like to be outside.

d. those who favor or support a cause.

5. Why are advocates so ardent about teaching babies to sign?


My roommate is an ardent football fan who watches every game possible. 


Ardent (ärZdnt) is an adjective that means




(paragraph 10)


a. angry; hostile.

b. enthusiastic; devoted.

c. emotionless; unfeeling.

d. uninterested.

6. Their finding should ease parents’ concern that signing might hinder their child’s oral language development.


 Don’t let disorganization and procrastination hinder you on the project.


Hinder (h2nZdMr) is a verb that means





(paragraph 10)

a. to stop or prevent completely.


b. to avoid.

c. to slow or delay the progress of.

d. to increase effectiveness.

      7. Acredolo and Goodwyn cite other positive effects of teaching hearing babies to sign.


In their report, do the scientists cite the reasons they believe the volcano will erupt during the next few years?


Cite (s1t) is a verb that means






(paragraph 11)

a. to offer as proof or support.

b. to deny.

c. refuse to tell.

d. to hide.

8. Not everyone, however, agrees with Acredolo, Goodwyn, and other baby-signing proponents. 

Proponents of a new regional airport urged the City Council to seek funding for one.


  Proponents (prM-p7ZnMnts) is a noun that means



(paragraph 12)

a. those who argue in support of something.

b. those who are registered to vote.

c. those who live in a specific geographic area.

d. those who work for children’s rights.

9. Critics and skeptics argue that the benefits are not due to signing, but rather to the increased time signing parents spend communicating and interacting with their young children.

The theory of evolution is widely regarded as a scientific truth, but skeptics will never be convinced that it is correct.


Skeptics (sk+pZt2ks) is a noun that means



(paragraph 12)

a. people who lack commonsense. 


b. people who are stubborn and set in their ways.

c. people who file lawsuits.

d. people who doubt or disagree with something others generally accept.

10. And, of course, larger vocabularies correlate with higher scores on I.Q. tests and higher grades. 


Levels of education correlate with income: the greater the number of years of school a person completes, the higher the person’s income is likely to be.


  Correlate (kôrZM-l"t.) is a verb that means




(paragraph 12)


a. to decrease or diminish.


b. to remain constant or unchanging.

c. to disprove; to prove incorrect.

d. to be related to in some way. 

COMPREHENSION CHECK

Read each of the following questions. Base your answers on information in the selection. You may refer to the selection as you answer the questions.

True or False
1. The number of parents teaching their babies and toddlers to sign has increased during the last several years. 

True


False

2. The same gestures are used in all programs that teach babies to sign. 


True


False

3. Babies must be at least 9 months old before they can begin using the signs themselves.

  True


False

4. The sign language generally used by the deaf is American Sign Language. 


True


False

5. The goal of signing programs for hearing babies and toddlers is to make them able to communicate fluently. 

True


False

Multiple-choice

6. Success in teaching a baby to sign requires



a. consistency.



b. repetition.



c. patience.



d. all of the above 

7. In some systems, touching the thumb to the mouth is the sign for



a. cow.



b. milk.

c. drink. 

d. hot.

8. Researchers have found that babies who sign



a. are less frustrated and cry less than non-signing babies. 



b. have weaker child-parent bonds.



c. feel helpless and that they have no control over their circumstances.



d. get along better with siblings.

9. Among babies and toddlers who learn to sign, the motivation to speak 



a. decreases.



b. is slightly less.



c. is the same as in non-signing children.

d. increases. 

10. With regard to teaching young children to communicate using sign,

a. everyone agrees that it is helpful.

           b. only a small number of people are interested or enthusiastic.

           c. there is too little research to know if it is effective.

                      d. many people believe strongly it in, but not everyone does. 

WRITING TO MAKE CONNECTIONS

Respond to the following items, based on information in the reading selection and on your own experience. You may refer to the selection as you answer the questions.

If the item has this symbol, your instructor may assign you to work collaboratively on it with classmates:  
                  [image: image1.wmf]  
1. List at least three new or surprising things that you learned in this selection.
2. Do you think it makes sense to teach babies and toddlers to sign? Why or why not?  Explain your position.

3. Come up with a gesture or sign to express any three of the following: book, hungry, dog, drop, cereal, sorry, and thank you.  For each word you chose, write a brief description of the gesture for it.

     [image: image2.wmf]  
WEB RESOURCES

Although the webpage addresses (URLs) listed below were active at the time this book was published, they may occasionally change or even go out of existence. To locate other websites related to the selection topic, use this descriptor with Google or another search engine of your choice:

· baby sign language

www.sign2me.com

Click on “Multimedia” in the left column, and then “Signing Babies” to view a short video of infants and toddlers using signs to communicate. 

www.MyBabyCanTalk.com
Website of a company that produces DVDs of baby sign language. Click on Dictionary of Signs to see video clips of common signs babies can be taught.

www.babysigns.com
A commercial website by the authors of Baby Signs, baby signing for parents and babies, and two other parenting books. Click on “About” for general information about the website. Within that section, click on “Baby Signs Research” for highlights of the authors’ more than two decades of research on signing with babies who can hear.

www.wral.com/print/4525746/detail.html
Website for a Raleigh, NC TV station that features the report, “More Parents Teaching Children How to Use Sign Language.” Click on “Watch This Story” to see the report as it was broadcast on TV. Video version shows toddlers signing.

www.meetthefockers.com
Website for the movie, Meet the Fockers. Enter the site. Click on “Media” and then “Clips.” Once there, choose “Greg and Jack talk with Little Jack” to see a video clip of Little Jack signing to his grandfather. 

