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What if babies
could communicate
with us months
before uttering a
word? Thanks

to a breakthrough
program using

sign language, thou-
sands already are.

By David HocHMAN
PHOTOGRAPHS BY
GABRIELLE REVERE

LIFE FEBRUARY 25, 2005

Their
Fingers
othe

t was the simplest of gestures—
fingertips tapping against finger-
tips—and yet it made Lindsay
Vardalos weep tears of joy. For
two months, the first-time mom
had been using sign language as she
spoke o her $-month-old daughter,
Eva. Thes, one morning in the kitchen
of their home outside of Phocnix,
tittle Eva signed back—informing her
mamsa that she wanted “more” food.

“I was so filled with emetion.”
says Lindsay, 26. “Here we were, two
months before Eva spoke her first
word, and she was tefling us exactly
what she needed.”

A silent revolution is sweeping
through the cribs and sandboxes of
Asnerica. Once faught only,nlo the
hearing-impaired, "baby signing” for
hearing children could soon sup-
plant Mommy and Me yoga as new
parentheod's most fashionable ob-
sessjon. I this winter's blockbaster
Meet the Fockers, “Little Jack” (a role
shared by twins Bradley and Spencer
Pickren) signed up a storm for his
grandpa, played by Robert De Niro.
Bookstores are stocked with DVDs
and instructional kits with titles like
Signing Time and Sign With Your Baby.
‘The number of families participating

in the same Arizona signing classes
as Lindsay and Eva Vardalos has
grown almost fivefold in just two
vears. In Januwary, Gymboree, the
chain of edcational fun sones for the
under-5 set, began offering baby sign
langunage classes in 50 stores. The
response was overwhelming, and
that number is expected to double
within the year.

The Gymboree classes, as well
as many other spin-offs of baby sign-
ing. are based on the research of

Linda Acredolo, Ph.D., and Susan
Goodwyn, Ph.D. More than 20 years
aga, while workingin the psychclogy
department at the Usniversity of
California at Davis, the two women
began to develop gestures using
standard American Sign Language
but with some modifications for
pudgy baby fingers, The resulting
boaok, Baby Signs: How to Talk With Your
Baby Before Your Baby Can Talk, has
sald nearly 500,000 copies in 14 lan-
guages since it was first published in




THAITAL REVOLUTIEN .

At right, a 17-month-old
signs "please” whien asked
.if she-wants asnackata
Sign, Say & Play class

in Arizona, Later, teaches
Jenny Hodges (far right}
uses a book te veinforce
signs alraady learned,

HOW TO

1596. Thfee vears age, Acredolo ard.
Goodwyn formed Baby Signs Inc.fo - -

certify instructors. With a network

of specialists now spread across the -

country, the system may well be on
the verge of mass acceptance, “Our
hope is to have sign language be-
come a nataral part of parenting,”
says Acredolo,

" obvious, By usinik these
gestures, parents can com-

- municate with babies as
young as & months, about the time
experts believe the infahté.are e-
ginniag to comprehend language,
1n child-development terms, that's

Children who learn baby signs use an average of 70 gestures. Here, some essentials,

ILLUSTRATIONS BY ISTVAN BANYAI; PHOTDGRAPHS {ABOVE) BY JON BiPE

-ténturies before most kids utter
. 'their first true word, normally

around 12 or 13 months—Ilet alone
the multiple-word strings that start
to pour ot of tiny mouths between
18 and 24 months. Before that first
milestone is reached. says Laura
Namy, Ph.D., an associate professor
of psychology at Emory University.
“it's actually easier for children to
coordinate the motor behaviors in
their hands than those in their
throats and mouths.”

.For moms and dads whose
proactive attitudes toward child-

" rearing have turned What fo Expec!

books and Beby Einstein videos into

" multimillien-doflar industries, the

idea of fast-forwarding past the
often-frustrating preverbal phase is
proving irresistible. Perhaps happi-
estof all are those parents whose lit-
tle darlings would ctherwise kick
and scream their way through tod-
dlerhood because they lack the
means to express their feelings.

Says Vardalos of her daughter, “The

‘sereeching, the pointing, the tan-

|trums—we never had that.”

.. Butthe jump start on language
seems to have long-term advantages

“as well. A number of studies, in-

chuding areview published last year

" in the Fournal of Speech, Language, and
. Hearing Researeh, have found that
"gestures enhance rather than hin-
" der 1ang1iage devélopmem. Acre-
" dolo and Goodwyn also found that

infanits. who signed eventually
developed 2 12-point IQ advantage

. over those who didn’t, and went on
.to gchieve higher scores on a stan-
“dardized reading test. Other studies

have s%iownusign language to be use-
fisl for children with autism or
Down syndiome.




tone Sign, Say & Play class
in Tempe, Arizona, 10 chil-
dren ranging in age from

Smonths o2 ¥ yearssitin
"

: acircle with their momsas
an enthusiastic teacher, Jenny Hodges,
asks the kids to sign how thev're feel-
ing. One toddier shapes herhand intoa
£ and pulls it down ber torso {she's
hungryk a t5-month-old bov makes
brushing motions at chest level{that's
“happy”). "Its a lifesaver,” savs one of
the moms, Ramona Garcia, who signs
with her 2V-year-old, Jenna. “In
chureh, we can throw signs like ‘Do
vouwant ceveal later, abottie, oracook-
e?" without makinga commaotion.”
That's not to say baby sign lan-
guage is completely uncontroversial,
“Spoken language i so useful, power-
ful, and efficient, there’s really no sub-
stitute,” sayvs Mabel L. Rice, Ph.D,,
divector of the child language doctoral

program at the University of Kansas.
While she says there's no evidence
that teaching babies to sign is harmiful,
she advises parents to pay attention if
orai communication hasn't Kicked in
by age 2. since it may mdicate hearing
or developmernital impairment.

Meet the Fockers Pickren twins
fearned signing from their mother,
Wenddy, anoccupational therapist. She
began signing to them in their
California honie when they were just
n few weeks old. The toddlers, who
were 18 months old when they filmed
Fockers and arc now 2, know at least
150 signs, from simple concepts like
“milk” (squeezing an imaginary ud-
der}and “eat” {fingertips to lips). typi-
cally among the first signs mastered,
to astonishingly complex ideas and
emations. One remarkable day on the
set, savs Wendy, Bradlev pointed to
fus hair, made circles on his cheek,

thembed his chest, and knocked one
fist on the other. Translation: “1 want
someone to do my hair, makeup, and
clothing se [ canget to work!”

But nothing impressed audiences
more than when “Lirtle Jack™ used
sign language to tell Grandpa he'd
like to eat. then have a nap, and later,
well, would probably need a diaper
change. For the movie's divector, Jay
Roach, who had used sign language
with is owit two sons. the Pickrens’
performance was especially satisfy-
ing. “When we puiled it off, it was like
being at NASA when they landed a
man on the moon,” he savs.

The post-Fockers boom may only be
starting, “Parents don’t go to the
nmovies,” nates Seattle-based instruc-
tor Naney Hanauer, whose business
has grown Texponentially” since
2000, “Waituntil Fockers comes out ony
GVD. Thes I'Higeta hugesurge,” M

: - The Pickren twins’
mom, Wendy, uses sign langizage to comple-
mant speech. Here, in their California home,
she makes the sign for “red” as she hands
Bradiay a block in that color, Spencer has
already received his red toy,




