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In Italy, as in others countries, parents of deaf children are often warned to avoid exposing the 
child to sign language, considered as a factor negatively affecting spoken language mastering. 
However, up to now, no clear evidence is available about the role of sign language in promoting 
or impairing spoken and written linguistic skills of children with cochlear implants -CI (Fitz-
patrick et al. 2016). In the present study, we report new longitudinal data on a deaf child with 
hearing parents exposed to Italian Sign Language (LIS) from 5 months of age, in educational 
contexts (kindergarten/school) where bimodal bilingual education programs were implemented. 
The child received a CI at 24 months. Structured tests have been used to assess child language 
development in spoken Italian and LIS. Results from 4 to 7 years of age showed that the child 
achieved lexical and grammar skills in Italian not different from those of hearing peers and, in 
some cases, higher than those of children with CIs exposed only to spoken language. Also in LIS, 
the child showed a high proficiency in both comprehension and production tests, also mastering 
aspects considered very complex in LIS (e.g., non-manual components) (Rinaldi, Caselli, Lucioli, 
Lamano & Volterra 2018). After an initial dominance of LIS, the child differentiated more effec-
tively between the two languages and their contexts of use. Code-blend productions continued 
to be used when the difficulty of the test used increased. Our findings provide evidence that 
early exposure to sign language could promote the construction of conceptual representations 
and linguistic and communicative skills (Davidson, Lillo-Martin & Chen Pichler 2014; Rinaldi & 
Caselli 2014).
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