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Why teach sign language? 

ÅMotor imitation may already be present in 

the learnerôs repertoire. 

ïIf not, motor imitation can be taught through 

sign language.  

ïStronger imitation has been correlated with 

better speech and language (Sutera et al, 2007) 
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Why teach sign language? 

ÅSigns often resemble their corresponding 

non-verbal stimuli (an iconic relation), 

which can function as an embedded prompt 

ïBalloon, ball, drink, book, car, etc. 

ÅThe learner can sign at any time, in any 

setting, without environmental 

modifications 

ïNo equipment to carry, can sign in a pool, on a 

playground, etc. 

Why teach sign language? 

ÅSign language is a topography-based form 

of communication, like vocal speech, and in 

many cases, leads to the development of 

vocal speech. 

ÅSigns can be emitted at rates comparable to 

vocal speech, which is conducive to 

reciprocal conversation. Selection-based 

systems can be much slower. 
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Why teach sign language? 

ÅSign language can be used across the verbal 

operants, including the autoclitic. 

 

Why sign language programs 

may be unsuccessful 

ÅLack of emphasis on the mand repertoire 

ÅGeneralized mands may be taught before 

specific mands 

ÅSigns may be very similar topographically 

ÅFailure to establish a community of signers 

in the learnerôs environment 

 

 



5 

Why sign language programs 

may be unsuccessful 

ÅDifficulty with prompting and shaping signs 

ÅInsufficient teaching trials across persons 

and settings 

ÅLack of a systematic, progressive 

curriculum 

Motor Challenges in Learners 

with Autism 

ÅThe Autism Society of America (2007) lists 

deficits in motor skill as as one of the 

defining characteristics of autism 

ÅSome specific challenges include motor 

imitation, finger to thumb opposition, and 

coordination (Lord & McGee, 2001) 
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Overcoming Challenges 

ÅTeaching learners with autism to sign may 

be challenging, but in many cases, it is an 

achievable and life-changing goal. 

ÅThe primary focus of this workshop will be 

programming and teaching signs, with a 

special emphasis on motor skills, to help 

learners become successful signers.  
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Establishing Motor Proficiency 

for Signing 

ÅTeaching motor 

imitation 

ÅModifying signs 

ÅManding 

ÅStrengthening fluency 

through intraverbal 

sign drills 

ÅStrengthening fluency 

through precision 

teaching / maxi-

guiding 

ÅTeaching to generality 

/ generalization 

ÅSocial validity checks 

 

Why teach imitation? 

ÅResearch suggests that early motor imitation 
skills are an indicator of optimal outcomes 
in children with ASD (Sutera et al, 2007) 
including language development (Stone et 
al, 1997) 

ÅChildren with autism have more difficulty 
acquiring motor im than peers with DD of 
similar mental ages (Stone et al, 1997) 
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Why teach imitation? 

ÅImitation can be used to establish a mand 
repertoire (Ross & Greer, 2003) 

ÅFluent fine motor & oral motor imitation are 
correlated with fluent speech (Gernsbacher 
et al, 2007) 

ÅStrong imitation with objects is correlated 
with spontaneous play skills (Stone et al, 
1997) 

 

 

Why teach imitation? 

ÅMotor imitation is also extremely important 

for non-vocal learners who rely on sign 

language as their primary form of 

communication 
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Mimetics 

ÅDuplic  

ïResponse form is controlled by a verbal 

stimulus 

ïPoint-to-point correspondence 

ïEchoic, identigraphic, mimetic 

ÅMimetic ï imitating signs 

ÅWe should teach verbal behavior across the 

operants with our signers, just as we do for 

our vocal speakers 
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