Taking a Closer Look at Gestures:
Implications for Intervention with Late Talking Children
By Lauren Lowry Tamara Stein
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Evaluating children’s early
gesture use promotes early
identification since a delay in
gestures can be detected even
before the onset of speech.










Sometimes parents are reluctant to focus on gestures, thinking that the emphasis on nonverbal communication
may discourage speech. Here is some information you can use to explain to parents why they should pair their
speech with gestures:





research has shown that increasing parents’ use of gestures paired with speech results in receptive and
expressive language gains for their children – and this has been shown with both typical children and
children with expressive language delay
gestures provide a child with a means to produce particular meanings with their hands at a time when it
would be difficult to express those meanings by mouth
child gestures elicit speech from listeners – in this way, the listener can provide the spoken word(s) that
match the child’s meaning, thereby modeling the spoken word for the child
(Capone Singleton & Saks, 2015; Goldin-Meadow, 2015)

While we at The Hanen Centre encourage parents to use and interpret their child’s gestures in all Hanen Parent
Programs, gestures get the most attention in the Target Word™ Program. That program is specifically for late
talkers who have age-appropriate comprehension, play, and turn-taking abilities. Some of the ways gestures are
incorporated into the Target Word™ Program include:





parents complete the Target Word “Gesture Survey: A look at how I talk with my child”, to raise their
awareness of messages their child sends that include gestures and how they respond to them
interpreting their child’s gestures by giving their child the word that his gesture represents (e.g. If the
child flaps his wings, the parent could interpret by saying “bird”)
learning to use gestures paired with speech – parents learn to copy their child’s gesture and add a word,
or add a gesture and the matching word, if their child doesn’t yet have a gesture to represent the word.
learning to highlight new vocabulary with the “TARGET What You Say” strategy – the “G” in TARGET
stands for “Gesture or show”. Parents are encouraged to highlight words by gesturing or holding up
objects whenever possible.

When parents use these strategies, they encourage their child to gesture, and then those gestures help the child
develop spoken language (Goldin-Meadow, 2015).

Gestures serve many functions for those of us charged with assessing and encouraging children’s language
development, because they:







provide information about a child’s symbolic and concept development
aid in determining the risk of a persistent language impairment
help us predict the emergence of specific language constructions
guide goal-setting
scaffold language learning
(Capone et al, 2004)

With a good understanding of gesture development and of the many ways gesture can support young language
learners, we should feel well-equipped to support children’s language development via gestures. And by working
with parents and encouraging them to increase their use of gestures when they interact with their child, we are
supporting the child’s receptive and expressive language development.

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Capone Singleton, N. C. (2012). Can semantic enrichment lead to naming in a word extension task?
American Journal of Speech-Language Pathology, 21, 279-292.
Capone, N. C. & McGregor, K. K. (2004). Gesture development: A review for clinical and research
practices. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 47, 173-186.
Capone, N. C. & McGregor, K. K. (2005). The effect of semantic representation of toddlers’ word retrieval.
Journal of Speech-Language-Hearing Research, 48(6), 1468-1480.
Capone Singleton, N. & Saks, J. (2015). Co-speech gesture input as a support for language learning in
children with and without early language delay. Perspectives on Language Learning and Education, 22, 6171.
Earle, C. (2015). Making Hanen Happen Leaders Guide for Target Word™ — The Hanen Program® for
Parents of Children who are Late Talkers, Fourth Edition. Toronto, ON: Hanen Early Language Program.
Fenson, L., Dale, P., Reznick, J. S., Thal, D., Bates, E., Hartung, J. P., et al. (1993). MacArthur
Communicative Development Inventories. San Diego, CA: Singular.
Goldin-Meadow, S. (2015). Gesture as a window onto communicative abilities: Implications for diagnosis
and intervention. Perspectives on Language Learning and Education, 22, 50-60.
Mastrogiuseppe, M., Capirci, O., Cuva, S. & Venuti, P. (2015). Gestural communication in children with
autism spectrum disorders during mother-child interaction. Autism, 19(4), 469-481.
Rossetti, L. (1990). The Rossetti Infant-Toddler Language Scale. East Moline, IL: LinguiSystems.

10. Wetherby, A. M., & Prizant, B. M. (2002). Communication and Symbolic Behavior Scales: Developmental
Profile (1st normed ed.) Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes.

About The Hanen Centre
Founded in 1975, The Hanen Centre is a Canadian not-for-profit charitable organization with a global reach. Its
mission is to provide parents, caregivers, early childhood educators and speech-language pathologists with the
knowledge and training they need to help young children develop the best possible language, social and literacy
skills. This includes children who have or are at risk for language delays, those with developmental challenges such
as autism, and those who are developing typically.
For more information, please visit www.hanen.org.
The Hanen Centre is a Registered Charitable Organization (#11895 2357 RR0001)

