
baby sign language vs asl
Baby sign language vs ASL is a topic that has garnered attention from parents, educators, and
researchers alike. As communication is a fundamental part of human interaction, understanding how
to communicate effectively with infants and children is vital. Baby sign language refers to a
simplified set of gestures that parents can teach their babies to facilitate early communication, while
American Sign Language (ASL) is a fully developed, complex language used primarily by the Deaf
community. This article will explore the differences, similarities, and the unique benefits of each,
helping parents and caregivers make informed decisions about early communication methods.

Understanding Baby Sign Language

Baby sign language is designed specifically for infants and toddlers, typically ranging from six
months to two years old. It uses a limited number of signs that correspond to everyday objects,
actions, and needs.

Purpose and Benefits

The primary purpose of baby sign language is to bridge the communication gap between infants and
caregivers before the child develops verbal skills. Here are some key benefits:

1. Reduces Frustration: Babies often have strong wants and needs but lack the verbal skills to
express them. Signing can help them communicate before they can talk, reducing tantrums and
frustration.
2. Enhances Bonding: The act of teaching signs can strengthen the emotional connection between
caregiver and child. This interaction fosters a sense of security and understanding.
3. Encourages Early Communication: Research has shown that babies who use sign language may
develop verbal skills earlier than those who do not. This can lead to increased confidence in their
communication abilities.
4. Supports Cognitive Development: Learning to associate signs with meanings can enhance memory
and cognitive skills, laying a foundation for future language learning.
5. Improves Language Skills: Children who learn baby sign language may have a larger vocabulary
and better language skills as they grow older.

Common Signs in Baby Sign Language

While baby sign language includes many signs, here are a few commonly used ones:

- More: Hands together, fingers touching, moving upward.
- Milk: Open and close one hand like you are milking a cow.
- Eat/Food: Bring fingers to your mouth as if you are eating.
- All Done: Rotate your hands outward, palms up, to signify completion.
- Help: Place one hand over the other, pushing upward, to ask for assistance.



Understanding American Sign Language (ASL)

American Sign Language is a complete and complex language with its own grammar and syntax,
distinct from spoken English. ASL is used by the Deaf and hard-of-hearing community in the United
States and parts of Canada.

Purpose and Benefits

ASL serves as a primary communication method for many Deaf individuals. The benefits of ASL
include:

1. Full Communication Access: ASL allows for complex ideas and emotions to be expressed, making
it a robust language for all aspects of life.
2. Cultural Connection: Learning ASL helps bridge the gap between hearing and Deaf cultures,
fostering understanding and inclusion.
3. Rich Vocabulary: ASL has a vast vocabulary that encompasses feelings, abstract concepts, and
intricate ideas, allowing for nuanced communication.
4. Community Building: By learning ASL, individuals can connect with the Deaf community,
participate in events, and support social interaction.
5. Cognitive Benefits: Learning a second language, including ASL, can enhance cognitive flexibility
and problem-solving skills.

Common Signs in ASL

ASL includes thousands of signs. Here are a few fundamentals:

- Hello: Wave your hand.
- Thank You: Place the fingers of one hand on your chin and move them outward.
- Sorry: Make a fist and move it in a circular motion over your chest.
- Please: Place your hand flat over your chest and move it in a circular motion.
- Help: Place one hand under the other and lift both.

Key Differences Between Baby Sign Language and ASL

While baby sign language and ASL share similarities, they are fundamentally different. Here are
some key distinctions:

1. Complexity:
- Baby sign language is simplified and often combines signs from ASL and other sources to ensure
ease of learning for infants.
- ASL is a complex language with its own grammar, structure, and an extensive vocabulary.

2. Target Audience:
- Baby sign language is aimed at infants and toddlers who cannot yet speak, focusing on basic needs



and wants.
- ASL is intended for Deaf and hard-of-hearing individuals and those who wish to communicate with
them.

3. Cultural Context:
- Baby sign language does not carry the cultural significance of being a language within a
community.
- ASL is deeply rooted in Deaf culture and identity, encompassing history, literature, and social
norms.

4. Usage:
- Baby sign language is often used at home, in family settings, and may not require extensive
learning.
- ASL is often used in formal educational settings, within the Deaf community, and requires
dedicated study to master.

Teaching Baby Sign Language

Teaching baby sign language can be a rewarding experience for both parent and child. Here are
some strategies to effectively teach signs:

Tips for Teaching Baby Sign Language

1. Start Early: Introduce signs when your baby is around six months old, as this is when they begin
to develop motor skills.
2. Be Consistent: Use the same signs consistently for each word or concept to avoid confusion.
3. Use Repetition: Repeat signs during daily routines, such as mealtime or playtime, to reinforce
understanding.
4. Incorporate Signs into Daily Life: Use signs in context. For example, sign “more” when your child
wants more food.
5. Encourage Participation: Prompt your child to use signs, even if they only mimic your gestures.
6. Be Patient: It may take time for your child to grasp the signs, so patience is key.

Conclusion: Choosing the Right Approach for Your
Family

In the debate of baby sign language vs ASL, the best choice often comes down to your family's needs
and circumstances. Baby sign language is ideal for parents looking to foster early communication
with their infants, while ASL is essential for those who want to engage with the Deaf community or
have family members who are Deaf or hard of hearing.

Ultimately, both forms of signing provide valuable communication tools. Whether you choose baby
sign language to ease the challenges of early parenthood or ASL to embrace a vibrant community,
the goal remains the same: to enhance communication and understanding. By exploring each option,



you can create a nurturing environment that supports your child’s growth and development in
language and social skills.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary purpose of baby sign language?
The primary purpose of baby sign language is to enable infants and toddlers to communicate their
needs and feelings before they can verbally express themselves.

How does baby sign language differ from American Sign
Language (ASL)?
Baby sign language consists of simplified signs that are easier for babies to mimic, while ASL is a
complete and complex language with its own grammar and syntax.

At what age can I start teaching my baby sign language?
Parents can start teaching baby sign language as early as 6 months, as babies can often understand
signs before they can physically produce them.

Can baby sign language help reduce tantrums?
Yes, baby sign language can help reduce tantrums by providing babies with a means to express their
needs, leading to less frustration.

Is baby sign language based on ASL?
Baby sign language can include some signs from ASL, but it is not exclusively based on it; it often
uses modified signs to suit the developmental stage of infants.

Are there any benefits to learning ASL as a family?
Yes, learning ASL as a family can enhance communication, create a shared language experience,
and foster a greater understanding of the deaf community.

Can baby sign language lead to better spoken language skills?
Research suggests that using baby sign language may enhance spoken language development by
encouraging babies to express themselves and engage with language earlier.

What signs are most commonly taught in baby sign language?
Common signs include 'more,' 'milk,' 'eat,' 'all done,' 'water,' and 'mommy' or 'daddy,' as these relate
to basic needs and emotions.



Is it necessary to know ASL to teach my baby sign language?
No, it is not necessary to know ASL to teach baby sign language; parents can learn simple signs
from books, videos, or classes designed for infants.
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