
 
 

SIMPLE IDEAS 
Help a Child Learn to Use Gestures  

During Everyday Routines 
 
Using early gestures is important for language development because gestures are a very important way of 
communicating with others. Gestures include not only actions we do with our hands, like waving or pointing, 
but also encompass other kinds of nonverbal communication, like eye contact, facial expressions, posture, and 
other kinds of body language. Even after we begin to talk, we continue to use gestures to communicate 
nonverbal messages.  
 
In children with typically developing language, gestures emerge just before he begins to talk. It’s an 
important, predictive skill. When we’re not seeing gestures, we become concerned about language 
development. Here are ways we can teach a child to begin to use gestures:  
 
For a toddler to understand and use gestures, he must first see gestures!  

• Talk with your hands! Gestures are a very natural way of supplementing what we say to children. 
Increase how often you point, wave, clap, or lift your arms to celebrate, or tap your finger on an object to 
direct a child’s attention. Do these things all day long!  

• Performing an action relevant to the object works, too. Think about this like a pantomime or 
charades. For example, if you’re saying the word “bubble” as you’re playing, act as if you’re blowing a bubble. 
When you’re talking about eating a banana, act as if you’re peeling the banana and taking a bite. While you’re 
outside and planning to play with a ball, pretend to throw a ball as you say “ball.”  
 
Teach a child the easiest kinds of gestures first.  
Many times, when a child isn’t using gestures yet, parents and therapists jump ahead and try to teach a child 
to point, wave, or use sign language (a system of very sophisticated gestures) when he’s not using easier 
gestures that are usually acquired first. Begin with these things first:  
 

• Clapping to demonstrate excitement, pleasure, and approval  

• Reaching to be picked up  

• Dancing to music  

• “Gimme fingers”—Opening/closing fingers when reaching for an object  

• Shaking head for “no” or nodding for “yes” 

• Pushing a toy or person away when he’s finished or for disapproval  

• Patting, tapping, or tugging an adult to gain attention  

• Games like “Gimme 5” to express approval or greet/close during interaction  

• Blowing kisses 
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