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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 Davin HoCHMAN
PHOTOGRAPHERY
GABRIELLE REVERE

LIFE FESRUARY 28, 2000

LK

Their
Fingers
Do th

twas the simplest of gestures—
fingertips apping agyins finger-
tips—and wet it made Lindsay
Vardalos weeep dears of jov, For
two months, the Nese-time mom
had beenusing sign language as she
spoke b her S=month-old davghter,
Eava, Then, one morming in the kifchen
of thely home outside of Phoenix.
Tittle Eva signed back—informing hee
mania that she wanied “more” food.

"I was 5o ltled with emotion,”
says Lindsay 36, “Here we were, ban
months before Eva spoke her first
word, and she was telling us exactly
what she necded ™

Acsilent revolution is sweeping
through the cribs and sandboxes of
America. Once faught only to the
hearing-impaired. “"balay sizning” for
hearing children could soon sup-
plant Moemmy and Me voga as new
parenthoed's miost fashionable okb-
sessio dn this winter's blockbuster
Meet the Fockers, "Little Jack™ (arole
shared by twins Bradl ey and Spencer
Pickrenk signed up a storn for his
grandpa, played by Robert De Niro.
Bockstores are stocked with DV Ds
and instructbonnl kies with titkes like
Signing Time and Sigm Wik Taur Baly.
The number of familics pariicipating

in the same Arizona signing classes
as-Lindsay and Eva Vardalos has
grown almost Avelold in just bwo
years, In January, Gymbores, the
chainof educational funzones for the
uncler-5 set, began offering baby sign
lnpguage clazses in 50 stores, The
response was overwhelming, and
that number is expected to double
witham the year,

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

Linda Acredolo, Ph.D, and Susan
Goodwyn, Phu D More than 20 vears
ago, while working in the payvehology
department at the University of
California at Davis, the two women
began 1o develop pestures using
slandarch American Sign Language
but with some modifications for
pudgy baby fingers. The resulting
beok, Baby Sigis: How to Tolk Witk Tour
Baly Before Your Baby Can Talk, has
sl mearly SCCUO0KD copdes 1o 14 Tan-
Eongres sined it was first published in



Trtryzar-old Seencer
Pighres, wha dang
with !1I: twin Beathed,
Bradley, starred as
*Linty Jack® intha
reenq likn Shaed Lhe
Fackers, uses sips
litpuape 10 say whai's
e hin mind: “wank."



NEITAL REVOLUTIO
Al right, a 1™-month-old
signs “please” when askoad
il she wants a smack at a
Sign. Say & Play class

I HEREOnE, Lates, feadher
Jenay Hodges (lartight)
uzes a book to reinforce

stgng alroady learmed.

19936, Three vears A0, LT wilobo g
Goodwyn formed Baby Signs Ingio
certil instructors, With a network
of speeialiste now speand across thie
conniry, the sysiem mpy well b on
the verge of mass acceptance. “Our
hope fa to have sien language bes
come & natirnl parl of pareating.”
savs Aeredolo

HOW TO '~

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

ILLUSTRATIONS BY ISTVAN BANYAL: PEOTOGRAPHS (ABDVE)} BY JOH GIPI

he short-term appeal of
sigming with children is
ohiviciis: By using these
EeEE LS, e PEnLE Can com-
mumnicate with bahies as
voune 55 6 nrond hs, about the 1in
experls believe the infanis are bie
FinnmIng o comprehend language

Ini child-development terms, that's

centurics -belore most kids utier
their first (rue word. normally
aramd 12 o 13 montlig—=1eb o lonm
the multiple-word sirings thal stan
o pour oul of timy mouths berween
18 and 24 moni s, Belore thakfirs:

miileglane i85 rienchedd, snvs

Mamy, Fho D, anassociate prolessar
of psvehioleey ot Emory Unsversily,
s actua iy casier bor childeen to
coamrdinate the miotor ehaviors in
their hands than (hose i the
throats and mouts.”

For moms and dads whoso
proaciive atiitoades oward ehiild-
rearing have turned Wiar o Exbes!
Boks and Baby Efnsrebr videos mlo
miiltimitlion:dallar industres, §h
tilea of fast-forwardine noast the
often-fensiratinge pereviertan | pliase i
proving irresistilbsle, Perfips hapm-
eatalallare those parentswhose Hi-

e darlimgs woold stherwise kick

andl seveam theirway through fod:
dlerhood because they lack the
MeAns: (o express Lo E'-:'-."I|||',:a._
Suvs Vardalos of her davughier. Tl
serecching, the pointing, the tan-
trumes—yed ever hiacl that.”

But the jump stavd on bangiagr
seenies fohove long-term advantages
as well, & pumber of studics. in-
clecching o review pulstisticd bast vear
in the _-|'|'.lh'r r.ln.'n'u_,"."-.'u'-:'r.l'_ Larigviner,
|'J'.:'qrr.'.u_:: Heseareh, have found thas
gesturcs enhance rather than hin-
der language developmem, Aere-
diole and Goodwsn alzo lownd than
infants who signed eventulliy
developed 2 12-point IO advaniage
ot Lhose whodidn't and went on
o achieve higher scores on-a stan-
dardized readinge test, Other studios
have shown gign language to e nss
ful for. children with aulism or

It swesel roami



| ane SEm, Say & Playcloss
in1 T, Arizona, 1o chil-
dren vienging in age from
fmonths fol |'_-:._|-..;-_-h_~.|-: 111
acirdlewith theirmomsas
an enthusinstic feacher) Jenny Hodges,
aaks he kids fosign how they're feel

i Chnve foddier shapes her hassd inlo:

Cand puliz il down her torso (shes

lumgryd: o 13- month-old by makes

brushinge motions af chest level {thats
“hap ) Tes a lfessver,” savs one of
e motns, Ramona Garcin, who sigms
her 21 lenna. ~In

with fesyear-aled,

chureh, wé ean thirow signs like ‘Do
o wanbeereal Bitera botihe, ora cook

A withont making acommotion.”

it

Ihat’s nal o say baln -‘“E"ri” lsimi-
punee is completely uneontroversial
“apErhen g is so sl power

ful.and e

wenit, theees really no sukb-
stitute” anys Mabel L, Rice, Ph.D.,

cirector of the chibd knpgansge doctoral

prragram at (e University of Kansas
While she savs there's o evidene
that ieaching babaes tosipmis harmiul,
sha v isCs JRALCTIES ECr ey kL CTIERnn ]
oral communicntion hasn't kicked in
by e 2 simee i may indieale hearing
o dlevelopmental imgsEiriment,

adeet e Fockers” Pickrem  bwins
lcarmed sipming from their mother,
Wendy,an oocugstional ||‘!-\',,':':L|!':!-i|:. She
Degan signing o them in their
Californis home when they were jus)
alew weels old, ‘The toddlers. wha
wiere L& maniths old wlen ihiey [med
Fockers and are now 2, ko at leas
150 signs, [vom simple concents like
“milk”™ |:":'--:.!'.|I'-C'.-lil'l;.: ki i1:::|'.'_|||:||".' el
derhand “eal” (ingertips (o lipsh, typ
cally among thic first signs mastered,
Lo astanishingly complex ideas and
efiodions. One remarkabile day on fhe
sef, savs Wendy, Bradley pointed o

hiz hade, made cireles on his cheek,

thumbed his chest, and kneeked one

fisl on the ather, Treanskation: =1 wriini
sarmeane ioodo my haie, ke, amd
clothing so | cnoget iowork!”

Bul nothing impressed andienoes
“Liftle Jack™ used

sign’language o el Grandpa he'd

ok than wihien

like foeai. then have o nap, and Iater,
wiell, would probably necd a diaper

e For the movie’s dircetor 1

Roach, whio i used sign languasae
with s own tveo fong, he Pickrens!
performance was especially satisfy-
i “Whoen we paalieed it ofl, it was like
Beingeat MASA when they landed o
e N L non,” hie savs

Tl |r:l.~\.l-.|i.-.'J..g'.l.'.'|:w|||1 miay only e
starting, “Pavends don’l go to the
moies” notes Seattle-based instruc
tor Maney Hanauer, whose huginess
has  grown aexponeniially” o sinee
SUCHO, = Wit until Feckerscomesaulan

DV Then Pl o hitgge syrige.” iL]

The Pickren tains’
mom, Wendy. igas sign langisagn o comple-
ment speech. Here, in thedr Calfommas heaia,
she makes the sign for “red® 2% she hands
Bradlcy a block in tkat color, Spencer has
deeady receivod hes red 1oy,



