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Suppose a tree falls but nobody is around. Does it make a sound? Similarly, if 
someone signs and no one is looking, is that communication? Without 
looking, children do not see signs and do not receive visual language. It does 
not matter how careful the signing is. If the child is not visually engaged, then 
that child does not have full access to language.  

The first step in engaging deaf and hard of hearing children in language-rich 
environments is getting their attention. Deaf adults—parents and teachers—
are sensitive to children’s visual needs (Graham, 2015; Harris, 2001; Mather, 
1989; Singleton & Crume, 2022; Willie et al., 2018). They intuitively 
understand what it means to elicit and maintain a child’s attention visually, 
and they use specific strategies (e.g., taping, waving, moving into the child’s 
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field of vision) to ensure the child receives their 
message.  

Studies show that deaf children with cochlear 
implants who have Deaf caregivers have English 
scores comparable to those of their hearing 
peers (Davidson et al., 2014). Also, when 
compared with deaf children who did not have 
bilingual bicultural language experiences, they 
had higher communication, language, 
vocabulary, and knowledge of English syntax 
(Watkins et al., 1998), potentially a result of 
this early experience with signing and visually 
sensitive caregivers. However, people who hear, 
including hearing parents with deaf children, do 
not have the same sensitivity to visual attention. 
In fact, hearing parents need assistance to 
understand the need for the visual strategies, to 
develop them, and to effectively use them  

(Jamieson, 1994; Waxman & Spencer, 1997; 
Willie et al., 2020). 

It may seem surprising that hearing people 
need support in doing what Deaf people do 
naturally, but perhaps it should not be. Hearing 
teachers intuitively raise their voices as they 
enter their classes to get students’ attention; 
Deaf teachers intuitively wait for the students to 
look at them. Deaf sign language teachers 
report that when hearing students wore earplugs 
for an extended period, the students continued 
to rely primarily on their auditory sense, even 
when they knew it had been inhibited. On 
debriefing, the hearing students recounted 
narrowly escaping accidents that they would 
have easily avoided if they had relied on their 
visual sense. One earplugged student was nearly 
hit by a car. The student’s behavior—still 
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relying on sound, though he knew he 
had put in earplugs—starkly contrasts 
with the instinctive behavior of Deaf 
individuals, who look more purposefully 
in each direction before crossing a street.  

As early as the 1980s, researchers 
looked at differences in the way Deaf 
and hearing teachers and parents 
interact with deaf children (Mather, 
1989; Meadow-Orlans et al., 1981). 
These studies resulted in identifying 
specific strategies that Deaf adults use 
that help deaf children engage with their 
families for early communication—and 
later engage in print and develop early 
literacy skills. Today, we know that the 
first step in providing young deaf 
children with a language-rich 

environment is the use of visual 
strategies that have been intuitive for 
Deaf adults. We recognize that these 
strategies are necessary to get and 
maintain attention, and we know that 
these strategies are sometimes not 
intuitive for adults who hear, including 
hearing parents.  

When hearing parents learn these 
strategies—from the explicit teaching of 
Deaf adults or from participation in 
structured mini-lessons—they develop 
these skills themselves. Gaining and 
maintaining their deaf children’s 
attention, parents ensure their children 
receive their messages, and this provides 
one of the first steps in their children’s 
access to a language-rich environment.

Resources for Learning Visual Strategies 
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An environment rich in the visual language of signs is essential, and strategies to ensure access are critical. Deaf and hard of 
hearing children, like all children, need full access to language in their early years. The first step in every educational plan is 
to provide an early language-rich environment. Check out the following to support your child in the visually language-rich 
environment you create.  

 DEAF LEADERSHIP INTERNATIONAL ALLIANCE  

TIP SHEET ON STRATEGIES 
The Deaf Leadership International Alliance, an organization 
that advocates for involvement of Deaf adults in early 
intervention for deaf children and their families, suggests 
various strategies to communicate with children, read books 
to children, and prepare deaf children for literacy. The full 
list of strategies can be seen in Figure 1. For more 
information, see www.dliaconnect.org. 
 
SKI-HI DEAF MENTOR CURRICULUM  
ASL FOR FAMILIES 
The SKI-HI Deaf Mentor Program (Pittman, 2001) is a 
curriculum with four sections: a) Introduction and 
Overview, b) ASL for Families, c) Early Visual 
Communication Program, and d) Deaf Culture Program. 
The Early Visual Communication Program has 18 lessons 
focused on visual strategies from evidence-based research. 
For more information, see https://deaf-mentor.skihi.org. 
 
 

 

 

ASL AT HOME    
TECHNIQUES AND STRATEGIES  
ASL at Home (Zarchy & Geer, 2023) is a family curriculum, 
with chapters that are organized around common routines 
for families with children from birth to 3 years of age. Each 
chapter includes a technique that aligns with visual 
strategies. For more information, see www.aslathome.org. 
 
FAMILY ASL MINI-LESSONS   
DEVELOPED BY RESEARCHERS  
We, the co-authors of this article, are part of a research team 
studying how deaf and hard of hearing children learn to use 
ASL with their hearing parents. The material we put 
together consists of short and focused lessons that are about 
5-10 minutes each. Each mini-lesson introduces the strategy, 
shares demonstrations of the visual strategies with photos 
and videos of parents using the strategy, provides 
opportunities to practice the strategy, and clarifies any 
questions or misunderstandings. It includes an ASL specialist 
who meets with families and children remotely to support 
the children—and parents—in their ASL development. For 
more information, see https://slla.lab.uconn.edu/family-asl/. 
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Figure 1: DLIA Visual Strategies
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Family ASL  
Mini-Lesson for 

Repeating  
the Same Words  

 
CONNECTION/INTRODUCE: 
Introduce and connect the family with the visual 
strategy to repeat the same words multiple times. 
The ASL specialist explains that it is important as it 
provides children with more opportunities to 
connect words with concepts. 
 
TEACH/DEMONSTRATE: 
The ASL specialist teaches and demonstrates several 
ways to repeat the same words and in different 
contexts. The picture series to the left shows a Deaf 
adult signing gas multiple times in different ways 
and contexts. She first signs the word to introduce 
it. Next, she signs the word on the book page to 
show the iconic action of putting gas into the car, 
reinforcing the sign. Finally, the Deaf adult and the 
child make the sign together. 

Another strategy involves showing videos by 
Hands Land (www.handsland.com), a nonprofit 
organization led by Deaf individuals promoting 
language play for early sign language development. 
Hands Land videos rhythmically sign daily activities 
using the same word or phrase multiple times. 
Sharing videos of other hearing parents repeating 
words multiple times effectively is another way to 
demonstrate visual strategies. Including other 
hearing parents using visual strategies is important 
to show those parents that other parents like them, 
with deaf children, can also effectively use visual 
strategies. 
 
ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT/APPLY 
AND LINK/CLARIFY:  
After the introduction and demonstrations, parents 
are encouraged to make a conscious effort to use the 
visual strategy for the week and to jot down 
comments and questions to discuss during the next 
ASL specialist session to clarify if needed.

Figure 2:  Example of a Family ASL Mini-Lesson
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REMIND: 
Since it can take time for hearing parents to remember to use visual strategies, in future sessions it is helpful to remind 
them to use those strategies. 

In the photo above, a parent was attending a session along with her child. During a book reading activity, they were both 
facing forward. This required the child to turn her head to visually interact with her parent. Following a lesson on eliciting 
attention with eye gaze, the ASL specialist gently reminded the parent to sit facing the child to maximize visual interaction. 

Family ASL Mini-Lesson Structure 
 
The mini-lesson structure (shown below) supports hearing families in understanding, developing, and effectively using visual 
strategies with their deaf or hard of hearing child. See Figure 2 for an example of a mini-lesson led by a Deaf ASL specialist.  
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Above: Incorporating what she’s learned from a family ASL mini-lesson, this hearing parent first signs farm to introduce the word to her child.  Then she 

signs farm on her child to reinforce the sign.  The parent and the child sit facing one another to maximize visual interaction.  
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