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A critical part of parental advocacy is being informed. Sometimes this means
educators must stay on top of research and share what they learn with parents.
This may be especially important in the case of research on early language
exposure.

Exposing our youngest children to language—whether it is English, American Sign
Language (ASL), or any other fully developed language—is essential. Early language
experience leads to stronger kindergarten language ability, which is one of the best
predictors of later academic success (Pace et al., 2019). This is the reason that educators
advocate using ASL with deaf and hard of hearing children. Through use of ASL, deaf and
hard of hearing children are ensured full access to a full language. Research indicates,
however, that it is not only the use of a language but also the amount of the language and
the way adults use that language that is critical to the child’s development. In fact, studies
done with hearing children indicate that it is the quantity and quality of the language that
children receive that affects their cognitive and academic outcomes (Gilkerson et al., 2018;
Marchman & Fernald, 2008). 

Language Quantity, and Quality
What the Science Shows
Studies with hearing children showed that the quantity of language—the sheer number of
words that a child experiences—varied greatly among families. In a day’s time, 2- to 4-
month-old infants heard an average of 15,071 words from adults, but there was a difference
of almost 6,000 words between the infant who heard the greatest and the infant who heard
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the fewest number of words (Gilkerson et al.,
2017). These day-to-day differences in the
quantity of language exposure added up and
compounded over time, leading to a difference
of potentially 30 million words received by a
child’s fourth birthday (Hart & Risley, 1995).
This difference had early and long-lasting
effects. Parents who exposed their children to a
larger quantity of language at 18 months had
children with larger vocabularies and faster
language processing six months later (Hurtado,
Marchman, & Fernald, 2008). Children who
heard more words in the first two years of life
demonstrated better language and cognitive
abilities eight years later (Gilkerson et al.,
2018). 

While quantity is important, so, too, is the
quality of language to which children are
exposed. Researchers have found that quality
of language—the way parents use language
with children—also differs among families,
and these differences also impact later abilities.
One measure of language quality concerns how
children experience language. Hearing children
can experience language when their parents
talk directly to them and when they overhear it
being used in their environment. Hearing
children who more frequently experienced
language through being talked to directly had
larger vocabularies and faster language

processing abilities than other children
(Weisleder & Fernald, 2013). Another way to
measure the quality of language is through the
amount of turn-taking that a child experiences.
Turn-taking is the intimate exchange of
communication between the adult and the
child that occurs in conversation. For the first
year of life, infants and parents engage in about
200-300 back-and-forth interactions per day
(Gilkerson et al., 2017). Hearing children who
experienced more conversational turn-taking
with their parents gained more vocabulary
(Cabell et al., 2015) and exhibited greater
activation in language areas of the brain
(Romeo et al., 2018). 

Research with Hearing Children
Implications for Deaf and Hard of
Hearing Children
The lessons learned from research with hearing
children can easily be applied to deaf and hard
of hearing children. While educators have long
advocated early use of ASL for deaf and hard of
hearing children in order for them to
experience the benefit of full language access,
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we should also advise parents and
educators of young deaf and hard of
hearing children to increase the quantity
and improve the quality of the sign
language to which their children are
exposed. This means taking advantage
of opportunities when together and
signing more. It also means signing to
the child directly and engaging in turn-
taking that encourages children’s
participation in conversation.

The discussion of ASL quantity and
quality can seem very intimidating,
especially for parents who are still
learning ASL, but parents do not need
to be fluent signers to do this. Research
has shown that even for parents who are
still learning ASL, the quantity and
quality of their sign language
interactions with their deaf or hard of
hearing child can make a substantial
positive difference in their child’s
development (Allen, 2015; Allen &
Enns, 2013). Furthermore, we can
encourage parents to turn their daily
routines and chores into rich language
experiences. For example, before going
to the grocery store, they can help their
child create the grocery list, learning the
signs for each item of food they expect
to buy. Once in the store, parents and
children can discuss the color, size,
shape, weight, and texture of each
product as well as their differences and
similarities.

Further, resources exist to help both
parent and child learn new signs and see
ASL used by skilled native signers.
These resources can help increase the
quantity of signs and the quality of
signing to which a child is exposed as
well as allow parents to enjoy materials
with their children. For example:

• A free library of ASL signs,
including an ASL/English
dictionary (www.lifeprint.com) 

• Children’s stories produced in ASL
(www.dawnsign.com)

• Bilingual English/ASL story apps
developed for children
(http://Vl2storybookapps.com)

The Visual Difference
Mentors and Reading
One of the reasons that hearing parents
may be hesitant to sign more and engage
in quality interactions with their deaf or
hard of hearing child is that this requires
visual and language strategies with
which hearing parents are often not
familiar (Lieberman, Hatrak, &
Mayberry, 2014; Spencer, Bodner-
Johnson, & Gutfreund, 1992). A way to
improve quality language interactions is
to elicit the support of Deaf individuals
to serve as mentors to hearing family
members. 

A Deaf Mentor can model strategies
for engaging young deaf or hard of
hearing children, such as getting and
keeping their attention. They can also
provide Deaf cultural knowledge and
strategies for signing. In one study, after
Deaf Mentors visited their homes,
hearing parents learned important
strategies, such as getting a child’s
attention, and strategies to improve
quality language interactions. Families
who were visited by a Deaf Mentor had
deaf children who demonstrated larger
vocabularies and more advanced English
skills compared to deaf children whose
families did not work with a mentor
(Watkins, Pittman, & Walden, 1998).

Reading is a great way to increase the
number of signs a child is exposed to
and offers opportunities to practice
high-quality strategies unique to reading
with deaf and hard of hearing children
(Swanwick & Watson, 2005). To
increase sign exposure, parents can learn
the signs beforehand to introduce new
signs to the child. A few unique
strategies Deaf parents use are to make
the signs on the book itself or on the
child and to sit across from the child so
the child can easily see both the book
and the parent signing. 

Resources exist to help parents learn
visual strategies for interacting with and
reading to their deaf or hard of hearing
children and help them increase the
language quality that they provide.
These include: 

• A collection of research-based briefs
for families and educators, from
Gallaudet University’s Science of
Learning Center on Visual
Language and Visual Learning
(https://vl2parentspackage.org), that
includes topics such as “Visual
Attention and Deafness” and
“Family Involvement in ASL
Acquisition”

• A free webcast, “Language Learning
Through the Eye and Ear,” from the
Laurent Clerc National Deaf
Education Center (http://clerccenter.
gallaudet.edu), for parents about
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how deaf and hard of hearing
children acquire language and
supportive strategies 

Advocating for Language 
Quantity and Quality Matter
As both educators and parents, we
believe that as we advocate for the value
of sign language in the lives of deaf and
hard of hearing children, we must also
explain and advocate for the importance
of increasing the quantity and

improving the quality of the sign
language that our deaf and hard of
hearing children receive. It is essential
that we support parents as they learn
new visual strategies for interacting with
their deaf or hard of hearing children.
We must make parents aware not only
of the importance of learning and using
ASL but also of the importance of using
it more often and more effectively. This
means understanding the significance of
“quantity” and “quality” of language

exposure and explaining it to parents. 
As simple as it may seem, the science

is clear: By increasing the amount of
ASL deaf and hard of hearing children
experience and ensuring we engage our
children directly with visual strategies,
we have the potential to impact their
early language and cognitive abilities
and, later, academic achievement. We
owe this information to parents so that
they can more effectively advocate for
their children.
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