
Parent Tip Sheets
Language, Literacy & Social Emotional Development

Below are eight different Parent Tip Sheets created for parents and caretakers of children who are deaf or hard of hearing (D/HH) to use with 
the support of an Early Intervention provider with experience working with children who are D/HH. Each Tip Sheet briefly describes the devel-
opmental process of infants and toddlers post-identified hearing condition for cognitive, social, emotional, language (semantics, syntax-mor-
phology, pragmatics, phonology –auditory and visual), pre-literacy and literacy development. These Tip Sheets provide suggestions for parents 
and caretakers, for fun, everyday activities to enhance their baby’s development in these aspects! Hang these up on the refrigerator and pick an 
activity or two to include in your baby’s daily routine or when you are out and about exploring the world.

Find them here:  https://www.handsandvoices.org/fl3/topics/tipsheets.html 

*For maximum benefit, share these with your Early Intervention providers/parent to parent support providers who have 
experience with children who are deaf or hard of hearing and discuss ideas on how to implement these tips with your child. 
https://handsandvoices.org/fl3/topics/tipsheets.html

“This project is supported by the Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA) of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) under grant 
number UJ1MC30748-01-00 for Family Leadership In Language And Learning for $1,500,00.00 This information or content and conclusions are those of the author 
and should not be construed as the official position or policy of, nor should any endorsements be inferred by HRSA, HHS or the U.S. Government.”

Parent Tip Sheets
Social Emotional Development

A child’s emotional development 
lays the foundation for 
relationships with others.  These 

early skills include:

• How your child understands and 
expresses emotions;

• How your child grows to think about 
him or herself;

• How your child learns to regulate 
emotions and interact with you and 
others in his or her environment.

A confirmation that your child is deaf 
or hard of hearing can prompt many 
emotions, some of which may be 
challenging. This is a common experience 
among families.  It is important to work 
through these feelings.  

Continue to interact with your baby! 
Maintain focus on your emotional well-
being, as this can impact the emotional 
well-being of your child.  Being deaf 
or hard of hearing will not necessarily 
impact your child’s social and emotional 
development, although it can.  Having 
a child who is deaf or hard of hearing 
may change some things about how 
you interact and communicate with your 
child, however there are many ways to 
support your child’s social-emotional 
development and well-being.  

 9 Touch your child lovingly and often (cuddle, comfort, 
massage).

 9 Sing or sign a song to your child.
 9 Engage in turn-taking games, such as pat-a-cake, peek-a-

boo, tickle games, and making faces at one another.
 9 Build predictable routines.
 9 Respond to emotional states with understanding and 

calmness. Recognize your role in your child’s well-being.
 9 Use language to describe your feelings and those of your 

child. Build a strong vocabulary of words/signs for emotions. 
 9 Look for your child’s pleasure in accomplishing new things 

and let him or her know that it brings you pleasure.
 9 Read stories and talk about the emotions of others.
 9 Provide opportunities for your child to play with other 

children and observe how your child engages with others.
 9 Play with your child as often as possible. Experience the joy 

of parenthood! 
 9 Interact with diverse deaf and hard of hearing adults. 

*For maximum benefit, share these with your Early Intervention providers/parent to parent support providers who have 
experience with children who are deaf or hard of hearing and discuss ideas on how to implement these tips with your child. 
https://handsandvoices.org/fl3/topics/tipsheets.html

“This project is supported by the Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA) of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) under grant 
number UJ1MC30748-01-00 for Family Leadership In Language And Learning for $1,500,00.00 This information or content and conclusions are those of the author 
and should not be construed as the official position or policy of, nor should any endorsements be inferred by HRSA, HHS or the U.S. Government.”

Cognitive development refers to how 
children think, explore and figure things 
out. There are a handful of areas where 

deaf or hard of hearing (D/HH) kids seem to be 
at greater risk for difficultly or delay. However, 
there are many ways in which Cognitive 
Development in D/HH children is just like that in 
hearing children.  

Before they’re able to explore the world with 
their bodies, children are already exploring 
the world with their mind and their senses.  
Psychologists used to believe that the 
mind developed pretty much the same way 
regardless of a child’s experiences, but we’ve 
since come to understand that both the 
child’s environment and their own actions 
& experiences can contribute to fostering 
healthy cognitive development. 

Researchers are actively trying to understand 
why these areas of development seem to 
be at risk in deaf or hard of hearing children.  
Two main explanations have been proposed.  
According to one view, development depends 
on experience with sound.  According to 
another view, healthy cognitive development 
depends on successful acquisition of 
language, whether signed or spoken.  
Fortunately, both views agree that providing 
access to sound and access to language 
(whether signed or spoken) promotes cognitive 
development.

 9 Notice what captures your child’s attention and 
attend to that, as well.

 9 Establish eye contact.
 9 Play hiding games like peek-a-boo.
 9 Watch how your child plays with objects to better 

understand how the child is understanding the world.
 9 Communicate about your child’s play by offering 

words to describe what the child is doing and how 
items are categorized (e.g., “you are taking care of 
your stuffed animals- just like a vet!” Or “those are 
vehicles”).

 9 Before your child can use words, use gestures that 
communicate, such as waving bye-bye, show me, 
give me, pointing. 

 9 Play games that encourage your child to imitate what 
you are doing, such as building or feeding.

 9 Do things that are unexpected and surprising with 
your child.

 9 Ask your child about feelings and thoughts of other 
people, animals, or toys. 

 9 Use mental-state language, e.g. “Then what 
happened?”

Parent Tip Sheets
Cognitive Development

*For maximum benefit, share these with your Early Intervention providers/parent to parent support providers who have 
experience with children who are deaf or hard of hearing and discuss ideas on how to implement these tips with your child. 
https://handsandvoices.org/fl3/topics/tipsheets.html

“This project is supported by the Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA) of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) under grant 
number UJ1MC30748-01-00 for Family Leadership In Language And Learning for $1,500,00.00 This information or content and conclusions are those of the author 
and should not be construed as the official position or policy of, nor should any endorsements be inferred by HRSA, HHS or the U.S. Government.”

Parent Tip Sheets
Early Literacy Development

 9 Share books as early and as often as you can.
 9 Tell stories and invite your child to tell you stories.  

Example: “What happened at school today?” Start with a shared 
experience to help develop storytelling.

 9 Point out signs, e.g., McDonald’s. Play games identifying the 
signs that you see. This is really early reading! 

 9 In your community, look for signs that are familiar to your child. 
Point out the letters and words you see on the signs.

 9 Associate sounds/fingerspelling with letters as early as 
possible. 

 9 Label everything in your home with words, pictures and/or signs. 
 9 Play games with words starting or ending with a certain sound 

or fingerspelled letter.
 9 Sing songs and teach nursery rhymes to your child.
 9 Look at your child while reading, make sure the child sees the 

signing, the words and the pictures. 
 9 Play games where you connect a picture/visual with a word.

You can help your child 
develop the skills he or she 
needs for later reading when 

reading storybooks, interacting 
with print, and associating 
sounds/fingerspelling in his or 
her environment.  Building these 
skills early will help your child start 
school ready to learn to read!

Long before your child is taught 
to read in school, he or she starts 
developing the skills necessary 
for later reading. For your child to 
eventually read, strong language 
skills, basic knowledge about print, 
and an awareness of how words are 
made up of sounds/fingerspelled 
letters are needed. 

There are many ways that literacy 
development in Deaf or Hard of 
Hearing (D/HH) children is similar to 
that in hearing children. However, 
D/HH children may be at a higher 
risk for experiencing delays or 
having greater difficulty learning to 
read. Here are some activities you 
can use with your child to promote 
early literacy development!

*For maximum benefit, share these with your Early Intervention providers/parent to parent support providers who have 
experience with children who are deaf or hard of hearing and discuss ideas on how to implement these tips with your child. 
https://handsandvoices.org/fl3/topics/tipsheets.html

“This project is supported by the Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA) of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) under grant 
number UJ1MC30748-01-00 for Family Leadership In Language And Learning for $1,500,00.00 This information or content and conclusions are those of the author 
and should not be construed as the official position or policy of, nor should any endorsements be inferred by HRSA, HHS or the U.S. Government.”

Parent Tip Sheets
Language Phonology

Phonology refers to the organization 
of sounds in languages conveying 
meaning.  Sign Languages have a 

system equivalent to the system of sounds 
in spoken languages.  The building blocks of 
sign languages specify movement, location 
and handshape. Learning language begins 
with the baby’s ability to interpret sounds/
handshapes around them.

Babies play with language through a 
conversational dance between parent 
and child and conversational turn-taking. 
Initially, the baby focuses on imitating 
the parent (e.g., the length, loudness, and 
pitch of the sounds) then begins to attach 
meaning to what the child hears, sees and 
produces. All of this play leads towards 
meaning and parents often find that their 
baby can communicate many things, with 
single sounds, syllables, hand shapes and/
or movements. Gradually these turn into 
words, phrases and sentences. 

In order to hear and imitate these sounds, if 
using technology (hearing aids and cochlear 
implants), babies who are deaf or hard 
of hearing need to wear appropriately fit 
amplification consistently throughout the 
child’s waking hours and it needs to be in 
good working order.  

These tips are for children who 
communicate in all kinds of ways; you will be 
able to tweak them to fit your child’s needs 
while you build your shared language skills. 

 9 Imitate your baby’s cooing; look to see if he or she uses 
sounds to indicate communication or meaning.

 9 Attach movement to specific sounds/signs, such as an 
exaggerated “up” and/or pronunciation.

 9 Even if our child’s handshape is incorrect, encourage your 
child to communicate. Continue to sign or say the word 
correctly. As long as you understand each other, it is okay!

 9 Wait a few seconds before giving your child what he or she 
wants anticipating that your child may try to say or sign a 
word, then reinforce his or her attempts. 

 9 Raise your eyebrows when asking YES/NO questions. When 
asking the 5 W/H questions (What, Where, Who, When, 
How) squint your eyebrows.  

 9 Imitate and socially reinforce your child’s vocal/sign play 
with smiles and movement. 

 9 Read and sing to your child.
 9 If your child is using hearing technology, check to see 

whether your child can hear the difference between two 
similar sounds that may be confusing. 

 9 Identify ASL words that have the same handshape.  
 9 Exaggerate the melody of sentences. Move your baby’s 

body to rhythms and songs. 

*For maximum benefit, share these with your Early Intervention providers/parent to parent support providers who have 
experience with children who are deaf or hard of hearing and discuss ideas on how to implement these tips with your child. 
https://handsandvoices.org/fl3/topics/tipsheets.html

“This project is supported by the Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA) of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) under grant 
number UJ1MC30748-01-00 for Family Leadership In Language And Learning for $1,500,00.00 This information or content and conclusions are those of the author 
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Parent Take-aways
Language Pragmatics

For children to develop social 
relationships and negotiate their 
social environment, pragmatic 

language skills are necessary.  These 
social aspects of language, called 
Pragmatics, include the ability to 
state needs, give commands, and 
express feelings. Using language to 
interact appropriately with others, to 
understand and share their knowledge 
and imagination is vital to a child’s 
language and social development.

Two aspects of language that are 
often the most difficult for children 
who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing are 
1) pragmatic language development 
and 2) expressive syntax (sentence 
structure). Even when your child may 
understand and can say the same 
amount of words at the same age as 
other children; and you can understand 
what your child says/signs, he or she 
may have not yet developed these 
skills.  

After children have mastered 
basic skills to be understandable 
(phonology), have enough vocabulary 
(semantics), and sentence structure 
(syntax), children will use this combined 
knowledge to reach social goals.

 9 Identify daily opportunities for your child to state his or her 
needs; give commands; and express feelings.

 9 Model and foster using language to interact with others; 
request and provide explanations; and demonstrate shared 
understanding.

 9 Provide your child with the language to express their needs.
 9 Ask your child to teach the family how to play a game.
 9 Help your child understand the differences regarding 

appropriate social language for adults and peers, as well as 
familiar and new communication partners.

 9 Dig deeper into your child’s understanding of social 
situations.

 9 Ask your child to tell you stories about things you, as the 
parent, already know, to help with missing pieces.

 9 Tell jokes, say absurd things, play with humor and sarcasm.
 9 Ask questions  using the 5 W/H words (What, Where, When, 

Why, How) instead of just yes or no questions.
 9 Follow your child’s lead and pace in conversational turn-

taking. 
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*For maximum benefit, share these with your Early Intervention providers/parent to parent support providers who have 
experience with children who are deaf or hard of hearing and discuss ideas on how to implement these tips with your child. 
https://handsandvoices.org/fl3/topics/tipsheets.html
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Parent Tip Sheets
Language Semantics

Semantics refers to the part of 
language that deals with vocabulary 
knowledge, and is a basis for later 

language development!  If your child is going 
to communicate, he or she needs words 
to use.  You want your child to know many 
different words and to know a lot about 
those words. When a child learns a new 
word for the first time, there are many things 
to know about that word!

It’s important to recognize that your child’s 
semantic knowledge of a word might not be 
perfect. Many children make mistakes when 
they initially create semantic knowledge. For 
example, a child might think “cat” refers to 
any animal, and will continue to learn more 
about the word “cat” the more often he or 
she sees a parent or other communication 
partner use the word. 

Once your child develops initial word 
knowledge, start to think about the types of 
words your child knows. Children are often 
heavy on nouns or labels. In order to begin 
to combine words to make short sentences, 
children should have verbs (work, play, 
walk), location words (on, under) and words 
that describe things (red, big, wet) in their 
vocabulary. 

These tips are for children who 
communicate in all kinds of ways; you will be 
able to tweak them to fit your child’s needs 
while you build your shared language skills. 

 9 To draw your child’s attention to new words, repeat, repeat, 
repeat! Use consistent words/signs and add expression.

 9 When your child is learning a new word be clear about what 
you are referring to. Ex. Shake the spoon as you produce/
fingerspell/sign the word “spoon”, allowing your child to 
play with and explore new objects.

 9 Play sorting games and talk about categories.
 9 Play word games such as 20 questions or I Spy.
 9 Establish eye contact, point to a person, make sure the 

child looks at the person and then back at you before 
providing the sign name. 

 9 Help your child practice imitating new words. You might 
point out, “This is a new word! Can you say/fingerspell/sign 
it?” Pick a “new word of the day” or week and whenever you 
hear that word, practice saying/fingerspelling/signing it.

 9 Discuss how multiple words can be used to express the 
same thing. EX. Big, gigantic, large.

 9 Talk about words that have multiple meanings (ate/eight, 
sea/see), these are homonyms.  Example:  tree bark/dog’s 
bark.

 9 Say funny things and tell jokes.

*For maximum benefit, share these with your Early Intervention providers/parent to parent support providers who have 
experience with children who are deaf or hard of hearing and discuss ideas on how to implement these tips with your child. 
https://handsandvoices.org/fl3/topics/tipsheets.html
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Parent Tip Sheets
Social Emotional Development

A child’s emotional development 
lays the foundation for 
relationships with others.  These 

early skills include:

• How your child understands and 
expresses emotions;

• How your child grows to think about 
him or herself;

• How your child learns to regulate 
emotions and interact with you and 
others in his or her environment.

A confirmation that your child is deaf 
or hard of hearing can prompt many 
emotions, some of which may be 
challenging. This is a common experience 
among families.  It is important to work 
through these feelings.  

Continue to interact with your baby! 
Maintain focus on your emotional well-
being, as this can impact the emotional 
well-being of your child.  Being deaf 
or hard of hearing will not necessarily 
impact your child’s social and emotional 
development, although it can.  Having 
a child who is deaf or hard of hearing 
may change some things about how 
you interact and communicate with your 
child, however there are many ways to 
support your child’s social-emotional 
development and well-being.  

 9 Touch your child lovingly and often (cuddle, comfort, 
massage).

 9 Sing or sign a song to your child.
 9 Engage in turn-taking games, such as pat-a-cake, peek-a-

boo, tickle games, and making faces at one another.
 9 Build predictable routines.
 9 Respond to emotional states with understanding and 

calmness. Recognize your role in your child’s well-being.
 9 Use language to describe your feelings and those of your 

child. Build a strong vocabulary of words/signs for emotions. 
 9 Look for your child’s pleasure in accomplishing new things 

and let him or her know that it brings you pleasure.
 9 Read stories and talk about the emotions of others.
 9 Provide opportunities for your child to play with other 

children and observe how your child engages with others.
 9 Play with your child as often as possible. Experience the joy 

of parenthood! 
 9 Interact with diverse deaf and hard of hearing adults. 

*For maximum benefit, share these with your Early Intervention providers/parent to parent support providers who have 
experience with children who are deaf or hard of hearing and discuss ideas on how to implement these tips with your child. 
https://handsandvoices.org/fl3/topics/tipsheets.html
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Parent Tip Sheets
Language Syntax & Morphology

Syntax is the development of 
sentence structure meaning 
your child’s first attempts 

at putting two words together. 
Morphology refers to the structure 
and construction of words and the 
rules that determine changes in word 
meaning; it’s knowing plural forms 
and correct use of verb tense.

The emergence of first words 
typically begins around 12 months of 
age.  Syntax  typically begins when 
a child begins to combine words in 
early two word utterances (ex. Daddy 
work) around 18-24 months. 

A child needs approximately 50 
words to begin to combine them 
into short phrases. When children 
begin to learn words, they learn that 
some words refer to objects, some 
to actions and others can be used 
as descriptors (adjectives).  In the 
second year of life, they begin to 
learn pronouns, adverbs, commands, 
present and past tense, suffixes and 
prefixes.

Syntax is one of the more delayed 
aspects of language for children 
who are deaf or hard of hearing, so it 
is important to be aware of ways to 
support these skills.

 9 Introduce words from many different categories: nouns, verbs, 
adjectives, adverbs, prepositions and conjunctions. 

 9 Use the Plus One Rule: add a word to expand the length of your child’s 
utterance to model longer sentences. Also use correct grammar, 
even if it means adding more than one word. E.g. If  your child says 
‘blue ball” you can say “The blue ball is big.”

 9 Read books with repetition, such as: We’re Going on a Bear Hunt or I 
Went Walking. 

 9 Watch videos of people or objects in action and describe what is 
happening.

 9 Pay attention to the use of plurals with an “s”, add them whenever 
possible. Point out words that do not use an “s” to be plural (EX. men, 
children) to understand placement in space. 

 9 Play games with “in” and “on.”
 9 Highlight differences using “not,” e.g., Mommy’s eating, Daddy is not 

eating. 
 9 Talk about he, she, it and they. Ex. He wants the ball, she plays with the 

ball, he jumps, she laughs.
 9 Begin to use contractions at the appropriate stage. Ex. He isn’t 

coming with us.
 9 Play games with regular and irregular past tense forms (at that 

appropriate stage). Ex. He jumped, she ate. 
 9 Emphasize the use of “a”, “the” and “an” when developmentally ready. 

*For maximum benefit, share these with your Early Intervention providers/parent to parent support providers who have 
experience with children who are deaf or hard of hearing and discuss ideas on how to implement these tips with your child. 
https://handsandvoices.org/fl3/topics/tipsheets.html
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Parent Take-aways
Visual Language Development

There are many ways in which visual language 
can be used to communicate.  Visual attention 
is important for Deaf children in order 

to access information visually to learn. It’s also 
important to allow time for a child to explore objects 
before providing linguistic input.

Here are some terms you may want to know:  

• Pragmatics refers to social language skills, 
including understanding and differentiating 
facial expressions (such as anger verses 
friendliness), and conversational turn-taking.

• Phonology is the smallest unit of language: 
handshape, movement locations, palm 
orientation, and facial expressions. Babies’ first 
ASL signs use simple handshapes (e.g., c, a, s, 
1, 5).

• Semantics refers to the meaning of vocabulary 
(babies recognize their own name sign and 
name signs of family members).

• Syntax refers to sentence structure (baby 
points to self and objects in his or her 
environment).

 9 Establish eye contact visually by waving, tactilely 
by floor/table vibration or tapping shoulder, or 
linguistically by utilizing larger signing space.

 9 Frequently use facial expressions to convey 
feelings and read a picture book of emotions with 
your baby.

 9 Follow your child’s lead and pace to increase 
conversational turn-taking.  Use signs like YOUR-
TURN/NEXT and AGAIN to promote conversational 
turn-taking.

 9 When reading books, ask HOW, WHY, DO-DO 
questions (e.g., what will the character do next) 
about the story.

 9 Provide time for your child to explore his or her 
environment by using wait-time for eye gaze to 
you before providing linguistic input; engage in 
sequential turn-taking; follow your child’s lead for 
sustained joint attention.

 9 Look at pictures of people and use descriptive 
sign words to describe people.

 9 Point to people and objects and label them; show 
the child the sign. Sign as much as you are able to 
provide rich exposure to language. 

 9 When you and your child finish an activity, discuss 
the activity and point out what was already done.  
Example: READ BOOK FINISH.

 9 Encourage your child to communicate even if  his 
or her handshape is incorrect.  Example: your child 
may sign BATH using the “5” handshape.  Continue 
to sign the word correctly (a handshape).

Language Semantics Social Emotional Development Language Syntax & Morphology Visual Language Development


