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Abstract
Baby signing is a growing trend amongst parents; however, there is a lot of controversy regarding its effects on an infant’s language development. Researchers have devoted their time to determine the relationship and correlation between baby signing and language acquisition. Research was consolidated on the basis that the subjects of the study were considered to have normal hearing, as was their parents. Through extensive consolidation of such research, there is no correlation observed. All researchers agree that a strong foundation must be built to support one’s infant in their language development. Whether that be through baby signing, infant directed speech, or verbal communication, as long as a child has support, their language acquisition should be on target.
Keywords: Baby signing, language development, hearing infant

	









Observed Impact of “Baby Signing” with One’s Hearing Infant
Introduction  
Parenting trends come and go. One that is increasing in popularity is something called baby signing. This new trend consists of using American Sign Language influenced signs with one’s infant to better communicate with him or her. There are many claims that baby signing leads to increased IQ levels, while others worry that signing could negatively impact the baby’s language development. This research only focuses on baby signing used within the context of hearing parents and infant families. The paper does not follow any family studies with deaf or hard of hearing individuals. Studies have evaluated the use of baby signing from several different focuses. While multiple studies have proven that there is no statistical correlation between signing with one’s infant and his or her language development, this paper aims to determine the impact that baby signing has on a baby’s language development.
       	Baby sign is typically used with infants as young as four months old to promote their ability to communicate with others without throwing tantrums. Baby sign is a mixture between simple American Sign Language signs and colloquial signs that are either created by the infant or parent. There is a large time consuming training process that mothers and infants undergo to be able to effectively communicate with baby signing. Every infant acquires signs at various paces and often signs are not the same from child to child. Baby signing is considered to be a way to force one’s child into the cultural standards at an early age. There is much controversy surrounding the intentions of parents to teach baby signing. While some cite reasons such as teaching their child another language, others simply want their infant to communicate in a respectful manner even as a young baby. Some parents feel that forcing one’s child to observe social rules at such an early age is oppressive. Members of the deaf community also want to make it clear that typical baby signs are not considered to be ASL. Most parents fail to utilize signs that are part of American Sign Language, but they still claim that their signs are correct. 
Discussion
Support of Baby Signing
       	Many companies and groups of researchers promote the idea that signing with one’s infant provides a head start on his or her language development. The fact that an infant can learn to communicate with one’s parents in a controlled, socially acceptable way is an appealing factor for parents. Nelson, White, and Grewe (2012) asserted that a bond develops between a mother and child who can successfully sign to one another. Pizar, Walters, and Meier (2007) studied the reasons why parents choose to sign with their infants and how closely those reported objectives are observed within their daily lives. Pizar et al. (2007) identified that the main reason for baby signing was to “improve the clarity of parent-child communication” (p. 391). Golinkoff, Can, Soderstrom, and Hirsh-Pasek (2015) insisted that child led communication styles are the most appropriate mode of prelinguistic communication.
	Pizar et al. (2007) identified three mothers who wished to baby sign with their infants. The focus of their study explored the intentions of the mother and how those intentions play out in everyday life. Through videotaping dinner and play time, researchers consolidated the ways the mothers taught the signs. The progression of each child was vastly different from the next. Each child knew different signs, some verbalized their signs, while others did not. A variety of ages was surveyed, which allowed for evaluation of baby signing at each specific age. Pizar et al. (2007) promoted the research of Goodwyn, Acredolo, and Brown (2000) on baby signing. Mueller, Sepulveda, and Rodriguez (2014) determined that baby signing training is a crucial part in the decision making process for parents when determining how they will build a linguistic foundation for their infants. They identified a need for training to be administered to parents who choose to teach their infants baby signing.
       	Goodwyn et al.(2000) are the main providers of pro-baby signing literature and workshops. Goodwyn et al. (2000) published three books over baby signing for parent’s use. Goodwyn is a professor of psychology at California State University at Stanislaus, while Acredolo is a professor of psychology at University of California at Davis. Their main claim is that bay signing increases infants’ IQ levels and speeds their developmental vocabulary acquisition. Many publications refute the research procedures used within their studies. Nelson, White, and Grewe (2012) stated that the procedures for recruitment are never stated within their article, nor are groups randomized. The ways in which Goodwyn et al. collected data has also been subject to criticism. Their data consisted of information shared within a biweekly interview.
	Though the results were not statistically significant, Seal and DePaolis (2017) found that more infants that were trained with baby signing reached word count milestones up to 25 words sooner than the infants who had no sign. A post evaluation was conducted later on from 12 to 18 months which revealed that there was no impact on the infant’s vocabulary development regardless of whether or not they signed as an infant. Seal is a professor at Gallaudet University, the most predominant deaf university in the nation. Her counterpart professor DePaolis is employed at James Madison University. The pair worked to create a comprehensive review of baby signing infants versus non-signing infants. While their research results mirror that of many others, their perspectives are valuable due to their credentials.
The research of Goodwyn et al. (2000) is the subject of much controversy within the topic of baby signing and language development. Many research groups have devoted their studies to dispelling the claims made that baby signing increases children’s IQ levels. Kirk and Howlett (2013), Mueller and Acosta (2015) and several others have concluded that Goodwyn et al.’s (2000) claims are inconsistent with other research. It is unclear whether these statistics were created to sell more books and light a fire under a parenting trend or whether they simply made a mistake in their research. Regardless of the claims, there is no correlation between a child’s IQ and baby signing.
A Review of Studies
       	A large majority of research conducted has concluded that there is no correlation between baby signing and an infant’s language development. Research groups have analyzed this idea from many different perspectives. Regardless of the parameters surrounding the study, there remains no correlation. Baby signing does not advance an infant’s language acquisition, nor does it hinder their language acquisition. Baby signing is simply another route to build a communicative foundation with one’s infant.
[bookmark: _GoBack]       	Kirk and Howlett (2013) aimed to create a project that would refute Goodwyn et al.’s (2000) claims that baby signing has a significant effect an infant’s ability to speak. Kirk and Howlett (2013) conducted a study comprised of 40 mother infant groups, all of which came from similar demographics in regards to family income, hours worked per week, and parent’s education levels. The fact that each child came from similar families allows the research to be even more credible. Kirk and Howlett’s (2013) study is extremely thorough and tests multiple ways of prelinguistic communication. Four groups were created testing symbolic gestures and baby sign language while comparing those to a nonintervention control group and a verbal training control group. Infants within the two test groups learned to communicate with their families earlier than the controls; however verbal acquisition happened around the same time for all infants across the board. Neither baby signing nor symbolic gestures had any effect on language skills. Their study refuted the claims set forth by Goodwyn et al. (2000).
       	Mueller and Acosta (2015) contributed additional research to dispute the research of Goodwyn et al. (2000). They tested only 6-month-olds children. Their mission was to add a reliable research experiment to the databases regarding language development. Mueller and Acosta (2015) divided the six month-olds into three groups. In the first group, the children were familiarized with words using face only. The second group was familiarized using sign only. The third and final group was familiarized using face and sign through videos. Infants were then played words in a sound booth to determine if they were susceptible to those words. There was once again no statistical difference between any of the groups. The fact that the only population tested were six month olds may have contributed to the results of the study. Unfortunately, the limitations of having one age group does not allow one to determine whether there is a relationship between facial and verbal stimulations at an older age. One also must consider whether there was enough stimulation provided to the infant for word recognition later on. Perhaps with the earlier age, more stimulation would be required to produce results. 
	A review of evidence for gestural signs and child development was undertaken by Johnston, Durieux-Smith, and Bloom (2005). The review concluded the claims that signing advances language development cannot be substantiated scientifically. The review committee went through the painstaking process of narrowing their research results from 1,208 articles to just 17 that fit their criteria. Even though the studies included within the review primarily focused upon deaf or hard of hearing parents, there were several cases in which hearing parents with hearing children were analyzed. Due to the inclusion of hearing parents and children, the review met the criteria to be included within the current paper. Regardless, the breakdown of the 17 articles assists in looking through and drawing conclusions regarding language acquisition and gestural signs. Fitzpatrick, Thibert, Grandpierre, and Johnston (2014) consolidated research on baby signing with normal developmental children. The literary review sifted through 1,902 articles, while only 10 were included within the study. Their literary review is the first since Johnston et al.’s in 2005. Fitzpatrick et al. (2014) called for more research citing that the fact several of the studies Johnston et al. (2005) used in 2005 are still the only pieces of literature present today. Johnston et al. (2015) published their literature review nine years prior to Fitzpatrick et al. (2014). Regardless, newer research maintains the same findings as those conducted up to 10 years ago.
	Interestingly enough, clinicians and deaf educators discourage parents of deaf and hard of hearing infants from signing if they have a cochlear implant. Deaf educators urge parents to allow their children to rely upon hearing through the cochlear implant instead of learning to depend on another means of communication at a young age. It is ironic that parents of deaf children are asked to speak with their child, yet parents of hearing children are encouraged to sign with their infants. Geers, Mitchell, Warner-Czyz, Wang, and Eisenberg (2017) determined that deaf children with cochlear implants who do not sign have better speaking and reading skills later on in life. It is peculiar to have such drastic differences in expectations for infant communication between cochlear implant infants and hearing infants.
	There are many success stories of baby signing. With a simple google search, one can find many forums of mothers debating the use of baby signing. It is apparent that some mothers are extremely mindful of how much their children do or do not retain signs when compared to others. Nelson et al. (2012) conducted an internet literature review including various popular parenting sites and other articles easily accessible and readable for parents. Their focus was to consolidate motivations and claims advertised on the internet. There are many parents who report difficulties getting their children to speak and move past baby signing. Many infants are cited to have developmental delays in relation to how many words they should be using to be considered on target. Parents cited that they feel as though baby singing was a large contributor to their child’s inability and delay in learning to vocalize their words. Regardless, research shows there is no statistical significance between baby signing and language development. Such cases, as cited above, beg the question as to what contributes to the delay in language if there is no correlation noted in academic research.
Variations of Baby Signing
Ozcaliskan, Gentner, and Goldwin-Meadow (2012) explored the relationships of gestural signs and action verb acquisition. Their focus was on iconic gestures as opposed to typical baby signing. Ozcaliskan et al. (2012) defined iconic gestures as “gestures that convey actions or attributes associated with objects” (p. 1144). They expected to find that children gestured verbs well before they understood how to verbalize the action. However, their studies showed that iconic gestures follow the acquisition of the verb instead of the other way around. The research determined that children must acquire a verb system to develop on target. While gestural verbs are not an exact match to typical baby signing, the research still demonstrates that signs of any kind do not affect vocabulary development.
While baby signing is a growing trend, infant-directed speech is another area of early communicative processes. Golinkoff, Can, Soderstrom, and Hirsh-Pasek (2015) promoted infant-directed speech as opposed to baby signing. Their research showed the importance of building a linguistic foundation at an early age. Whether children baby sign or lead their own speech development, parents should assist them in their development and create an encouraging atmosphere for language acquisition. With a strong foundation, a child will be set up for success regarding his or her language development. Golinkoff et al. (2015) emphasized that children require attention and parental motivation to become successful speakers later on.
Method of Research
A search for literature on the subject of baby signing and language development was performed in August of 2017 through October of 2017. Databases used included Academic Search Complete (through EBSCO), Comdisome, Medline with FullText (through EBSCO), ProQuest Nursing & Allied Health Database, Scopus, Sage Journals Online, Wiley Online Library, and Google Scholar, access of which was provided by the Texas Woman’s University Library. Research was completed using the words “baby sign” and “language development” and “hearing infant.” Parents and infants within each study had to be categorized as having normal hearing to be included. The search words yielded few results due to the specificity of the targeted research. Many studies and articles were found by reviewing the of the acknowledgments within the articles found through the aforementioned databases. Books written for parents promoting baby signing were examined closely to ensure that all contributors had appropriate backgrounds to conduct such research and make claims. Articles focusing on variations of baby signing were also included to further examine the use of any gestures with an infant.
Conclusion
       	Through thorough research it is apparent that the choice to baby sign or not has no effect on an infant’s language development. However, the use of baby signing potentially can strengthen the bond between a mother and infant. Parents should determine the pathway with which that they wish to raise their children. The most important aspect of early language acquisition is that parents are supporting their children’s development and building a strong foundation upon which to grow. While there are several variations to the baby sign systems, each system shares the same parental motivations. If a parent sees claims regarding baby signing increasing IQ levels or increasing their infant’s abilities to develop, they should take time to research the truth to such claims. There is a lot of literature out that promises parents unattainable results. Parents should be mindful that not everything providers say is based on accurate evidence.
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