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Love to Sign
Sign language should be part of the elementary curriculum for all students because the earlier it is learned the better the results.  Studies have shown a significant correlation between learning sign language and a student’s reading comprehension and fine motor skills (“SmallTalk Learning”; Rush 15-16).  Studies have also shown how learning sign language can enhance a child’s nonverbal cognitive skills (Capirci, Cattani, Rossini, and Volterra 136).  Students taught sign language would gain the unique ability to speak a second language and learn about a different culture. This experience would make their views of the world more open.  Sign Language is a valuable tool for people of all ages to have, deaf or not, but it is especially important to small children.
Being adaptable in this ever growing, diverse society will be a much needed survival skill.  Immersing people in a language also immerses them in a culture. Being able to understand the Deaf community breaks down barriers between hearing and deaf cultures and allows the different cultures to communicate, intertwine ideas, and learn from one another (“SmallTalk Learning”).  The Deaf community is a highly misunderstood culture.  People often grow up believing the ideas of the people around them.  For instance, many people are under the impression that all deaf people can read lips.  However, not all deaf people can read lips, reading lips is a very difficult thing to master.  Since not many people know a lot about the Deaf community, the assumptions people make about it are usually wrong.  Through several generations, people are taught the ideas that deaf people are seen as handicapped and dumb in the eyes of many people, without an opportunity to learn otherwise.  As a result, the deaf are outcast from society, like any misunderstood foreign culture may be (Chafin ix). However, they are truly just as intelligent and able-bodied as hearing people.  The people of the Deaf community are proud to be deaf. Dr. Irving King Jordan, former president of Gallaudet University, the world’s only university that is specifically designed to accommodate the deaf and hard of hearing, once said “Deaf people can do anything hearing people can do, except hear” (“Gallaudet University”).  
Diversity is the backbone of America, learning sign language is not only learning a second language, it is discovering a different culture.  Instead of having students wait until high school to learn sign language as part of foreign language curriculum requirements, sign language should be taught in elementary schools.  Teaching at this young age would not only make it easier for the students to learn the language, but it would open young eyes to the differences among cultures (Gross; Fong; Bunnell).  Understanding how other people live introduces new and different ways of seeing the world.  Learning sign language would break down the communication barrier between the hearing and deaf.  With this barrier gone, understanding the differences between the cultures would be possible (Gross).  Learning to recognize differences among people at such a young age would be instrumental in breaking down hate and misunderstandings between cultures (Gross).  It is important to learn these differences at a younger age because when you grow up believing something it is hard to change those beliefs. Because people grow up believing the ideas of the people around them, if they are taught diversity earlier in life, they would be more open-minded to the beliefs of others later in life.  Learning sign language in elementary schools will teach the children about the Deaf community and will in turn allow them to be more receptive to various cultures they may encounter.
 Along with being such a valuable cultural communicator, sign Language is a helpful tool in improving a child’s reading comprehension.  A child with poor oral language abilities will have difficulty reading.  If sign language were to be integrated into the student’s learning process they would gain from the visual pictures the language provides (Edmunds and Krupinski).  Sign language is often iconic, meaning the sign illustrates the meaning of a word.  For example, the sign for drink is mimicking holding a cup to a person’s lips (Chafin 127).  Because of this visual simulation the concepts of words are often grasped faster when paired with their iconic counterpart.  Also, when a teacher signs and says a word the child sees and hears that word.  The word they hear is repeated twice in two different ways and will therefore stick in the child’s mind better because of the repetition of the word (Edmunds, and Krupinski). 
Moreover, the finger spelling in sign language would help advance a student’s phonemic awareness and their aptitude to recognize and name letters and relate letters to sounds (Edmunds, and Krupinski).  When finger spelling is combined with the letter name many confusing aspects of the alphabet are avoided.  It provides hand shapes for easily confused letters, such as c and z.  Some letters such as w sound as if they are more than one letter, putting the letter with its sign shows the students how it is only one letter.  Also if a child has yet to attain all their speech sounds finger spelling a letter would be easier than the movements of speech.  In turn, the oral language abilities, phonemic abilities, and print knowledge can enhance a student’s reading comprehension abilities (Edmunds, and Krupinski). 
Using sign language can help develop fine motor muscles that otherwise would not be used.  Many children have difficulties with task that require fine motor skills such as writing, cutting, and drawing.  Exercising these muscles, through sign language, would improve and advance these skills they have trouble learning. Using sign language would be a fun and interesting way to exercise these muscles so children are more prepared when it comes to the task of writing (Rush 15-16).  They also would not see it as learning a fine motor skill, but as a fun way of communicating and therefore are more likely to practice. 
A study, Teaching Sign Language to Hearing Children as a Possible Factor in Cognitive Enhancement, performed showed how sign language improved student’s nonverbal cognitive abilities such as, visual perception, visual discrimination, and spatial memory (Capirci, Cattani, Rossini, and Volterra 136).  Visual perception is being able to interpret our surroundings.  People see an image as a whole, being able to break those into parts is visual perception.  Being able to see differences between similar objects is visual discrimination.  Spatial memory is referring to how well the brain holds information.  In this study, twenty-eight children participated for two years.  Half of the children took a course in Italian Sign Language (LIS group), while the other half (Control group) did not attend any courses in sign language.  During the study, the children were tested four times, at the beginning and end of each year.  All the students took the Raven PM 47 test, which tests visual perception and level of mental development (Capirci, Cattani, Rossini, and Volterra 137).  The test is a series of color pictures with patterns that grow in difficultly.  Each picture is missing a piece and the students have to choose the correct piece to complete the pattern from six alternatives. At the end of the experiment, the LIS group showed significantly higher scores on the Raven PM 47 than that of the control group.  The figure below shows the scores of the two groups.  The researchers concluded that if sign language were taught to hearing children in their early school years their nonverbal cognitive skills would improve more swiftly (Capirci, Cattani, Rossini, and Volterra).

Source: Capirci, O., A. Cattani, P. Rossini, and V. Volterra. "Teaching Sign Language to Hearing Children as a Possible Factor in Cognitive Enhancement." Oxford Journals. (1998): 136-41. Web. 21 Oct. 2011.
Most people believe teaching sign language to young children hinders their verbal development, however, that is not true.  Some infants are being taught simple sign language before they can even verbally communicate to their parents (Fong).  Research has shown that when infants are taught sign language the rate of their speech development increases (“Baby sign Language”; Kramer).  With this in mind, if sign language were taught in primary schools it would likely reduce the number of students attending a speech therapy class.
Sign language is not an average second language, but knowing the language opens up many job opportunities as an interpreter in many settings and fields. Some examples include teaching, medical, community, theater, and legal (“Utah Valley University”).  Being able to use sign language would also open doors for higher pay in any career chosen due to the ability to not only provide a skill but the ability to use a second language if needed (“Online College”).  If students chose to further their basic knowledge of sign language many career doors would be opened for them.  These skills are constantly needed as a requirement of the Americans with Disabilities Act in which the Deaf and hard of hearing people are included.  Because this act outlines ways businesses have to provide access for people with disabilities many businesses are forced to hire interpreters for the Deaf and hard of hearing.  With this act in effect, the need for interpreters is always there and oftentimes the demand for such individuals is higher than the supply (Cohn; Orlans).
Foreign languages have been proven to be easier to learn at a young age.  This is because our brains at a young age go through vital periods when they are particularly open to receiving information.  After the age of ten learning new words become increasingly harder to learn, until as adults it becomes extremely difficult.  When adults people are so used to using their native language it dominates their brain (Bunnell).  Since most foreign language classes are taught in high school students have a tough time retaining the knowledge they learn.  Some students that have taken three courses of a language in high school still could not tell you an entire sentence in that language.  If sign language were to be taught at a young age the children would remember it more making it easier to become fluent.
If sign language were to be integrated into the elementary school’s curriculum the students would benefit greatly in many ways.  They would have better reading comprehension skills and would develop fine motor skills quicker.  The students would have insight into Deaf culture.  This would teach them diversity, and as students learn about diversity and other cultures their mind set will begin to change to love not hate.  The more minds that are changed, the more our society will become a better place to live.  If sign language were learned at a young age they would be able to retain the information better.  Finally, the basic sign language they would learn could be taken to higher levels to open doors to careers otherwise closed.  Sign Language at an early age would be a gift to children no other could surpass.
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Test Data
LIS	Beginning 1st Year	End 1st Year	Beginning 2nd Year	End 2nd Year	16	21.4	21.6	24.6	Control	Beginning 1st Year	End 1st Year	Beginning 2nd Year	End 2nd Year	15.7	16.899999999999999	19.2	20.9	Socres
