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Club teaches sign language, acceptance
BY KELLIE GEIST ¥ KGEIST@COMMUNITYPRESS.COM ¥ JANUARY 18, 2010

When fourth-grader Logan Colby realized his brother, Rowen, would be coming to Withamsville-

Tobasco Elementary School, he wanted to make sure Rowen felt welcome.

Rowen, who is autistic and has trouble

speaking, often communicates using sign

language.

"I knew that Rowen would be coming to WT. I

wanted to make sure he felt comfortable and

that people knew how to talk to him," Logan

said.

So rather than just talk to the teachers, Logan

decided he wanted to get the students

involved. In October, Logan, with the help of a

few teachers and a group of friends, created

the Sign Language Club.

"I was amazed at how many people showed

up," Logan said. "It was very cool."

During the club's meetings, which are before

school twice a month, the students learn

different signs, play sign language games and

sign the chorus to the song "I Gotta Feeling"

by the Black Eyed Peas. Each student also

learned how the sign the alphabet and how to

sign their names. About 30 third- and fourth-

graders are in the club.

Logan's father, Joe Colby, said Logan's efforts

to help his brother started at home. The family

learned sign language through at-home videos

and, although Rowen now uses some verbal

communication, Logan wanted to take sign

language to school.

"First, we asked him if he thought he's be able to keep his grades up and have time for soccer if he

started this club. He said he could, so we said it was OK with us, but that he'd need to talk to the

principal," Joe said.

Joe said he thinks having the club will help Rowen, who is in kindergarten, feel at home at school.

"Even though Rowen can speak, he still uses sign language, so it will come in handy to have other
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Logan Colby, along with a group of fourth-grade friends,
worked together to get the Sign Language Club off the
ground at Withamsville-Tobasco Elementary School. As part
of the club, each student learned the short way to sign their
names (shown.) From left: Adam Adkins, Lillian Smith,
kindergartner Rowen Colby, Logan Colby, Sam Martin and
Johnna Simmons.
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people who know how to talk to him," Joe said.

Special education teacher Sherri Knodel, who is one of Rowen's teachers, said the club has helped

Rowen, but also the school as a whole.

"Even though the major impact is on a small group of kids, I think it helps us as a community. Rowen

has really become part of his class and the children really accept him. I think they understand more

about him than we know," Knodel said.

"I've been involved with a lot of things at WT and this club is special," she said.

During the club's first meeting, the teachers/advisors asked the students why they wanted to be in

the sign language club.

"Some told us they wanted to use (sign language) in their careers or that they knew someone,

maybe a family member or friend, who uses sign language to communicate," said speech pathologist

Liz Saylor. "I'm just really proud of the kids for wanting to learn another form of communication, really

another language."

Although three teachers help with the club, Logan still helps organize meetings, hang flyers and

keep the kids excited.

"Honestly, we gave Logan the OK for the club and, after that, it's been all him," said Principal Tonya

Schmidt. "The club has opened a lot of doors for the kids. Sign language is one of those things the

kids can use throughout their lives."

"I've never seen a club take off like the sign language club," Schmidt said.

Saylor said she would really like to bring in a community member who uses sign language as their

primary form of communication to work with the students in the club. Anyone who is interested can

contact Saylor at Withamsville-Tobasco at 943-6900 or by e-mail at saylor_l@westcler.org.
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