“American Sign Language [ase] (A language of United States)

* Alternate Names: ASL

¢ Population: 250,000 in United States (Mitchell, Young, Bachleda et al. 2006). Population
total all countries: 271,550. L2 users: Used natively by many hearing children of deaf
parents, and as L2 by many other hearing people.

* Language Status: 5 (Developing).

* Dialects: Black American Sign Language, Tactile ASL (TASL). Some lexical variation
across the United States and much of Canada, but intelligibility is high among all dialects
called ASL. Black American Sign Language developed in schools for African-American deaf
people due to segregation in the southern United States. It contains some distinctive
vocabulary and grammatical structure. Tactile ASL (TASL) is used throughout the United
States by and with deaf-blind people, especially those with Usher’s Syndrome,
concentrations of which are found in Louisiana and Seattle. TASL uses ASL vocabulary and
grammar, except (1) the deaf-blind person receives signs through touch by feeling signs in
the palms, and (2) minor syntactic modifications to compensate for the deaf-blind person’s
lack of access to the signer’s facial expressions. Some deaf-blind people learn Braille for
reading English. Dialects or closely-related languages derived from ASL, are used in many
other countries. Lexical similarity: 58% between modern ASL and French Sign Language
(LSF) [fsl] on a comparison of 872 signs (Woodward 1978). Although the 2 are historically
related, ASL has undergone substantial creolization (Woodward 1975; Woodward 1976).

* Typology: One-handed fingerspelling system derived from French Sign Language [fsl].
SVO, topic comment structures; adjectives, numerals, genitives, question word initial or
final, relative clause after noun head.

* Language Use: Interpreters required for many legal and civic situations. Lingua franca of the
deaf world, used widely as L2. Reportedly used in many countries other than those listed
here. However, such reports must be viewed with caution. In many cases, although ASL may
have been introduced in the country at some time in the past, the actual sign language that
has developed out of it is not mutually intelligible with standard ASL as used in North
America. Conversely, in other countries, the sign language may be mutually intelligible with
standard ASL, but for nationalistic reasons is given a name based on the name of the country.
Used as L2 by Hawaii Sign Language [hps], Plains Indian Sign Language [psd].

* Language Development: Literacy is almost always based on English rather than ASL. Deaf
people’s English varies from highly literate to illiterate, but the average deaf student
graduates from high school with a 3rd or 4th grade reading level. TV. Videos. Dictionary.
Grammar. NT: 2005.

* Other Comments: American Sign Language is different from Signed English, which refers
to a range of signing registers that reflect considerable influence from English. At the
extreme end are Signing Exact English (SEE) and Seeing Essential English (SEE2),
artificially-constructed systems that attempt to match English word order and morphemic
structure exactly. English-influenced signing that does not follow English grammar exactly is
generally called contact signing or Pidgin Signed English. Deaf schools and interpreters in
mainstreamed educational settings may use any of these sign varieties.”



Lewis, M. Paul, Gary F. Simons, and Charles D. Fennig (eds.)
2015. Ethnologue: Languages of the World, Eighteenth edition. Dallas, Texas: SIL
International. Online version: http://www.ethnologue.com.

Related Reading

Corina, David P, Sarah Hafer, and Kearnan Welch
2014 Phonological Awareness for American Sign Language. Journal of Deaf Studies and
Deaf Education 19(4): 530-545.

Mirus, Gene, Jami Fisher, and Donna Jo Napoli
2012 Taboo Expressions in American Sign Language. Lingua 122(9): 1004-1020.

Sexton, A.L.
1999 Grammaticalization in American Sign Language. Language Sciences 21(2): 105-141.

Tyrone, Martha E, and Claude E Mauk
2010 Sign Lowering and Phonetic Reduction in American Sign Language. Journal of
Phonetics 38(2): 317-328.

Lucas, C, R Bayley, C McCaskill, and J Hill
2015 The Intersection of African American English and Black American Sign
Language. International Journal of Bilingualism 19(2): 156-168.

Emmorey, Karen, Stephen McCullough, and Diane Brentari
2003 Categorical Perception in American Sign Language. Language and Cognitive Processes.
18(1): 21.

Hildebrandt, Ursula, and David Corina
2002 Phonological Similarity in American Sign Language. Language and Cognitive
Processes. 17(6): 593.

Emmorey, Karen
1997 Non-antecedent Suppression in American Sign Language. Language and Cognitive
Processes 12(1): 103.

Quinto-Pozos, David
2011 Teaching American Sign Language to Hearing Adult Learners. Annual Review of
Applied Linguistics 31: 137-158.

O'Brien, Jennifer
1999 Metaphoricity in the Signs of American Sign Language. Metaphor and Symbol 14(3):
159-177.



Miller, Katrina R.
2008 American Sign Language: Acceptance at the University Level. Language, Culture and
Curriculum 21(3): 226-234.

Lieberman, Amy M.
2014 Attention-getting Skills of Deaf Children Using American Sign Language in a Preschool
Classroom. Applied Psycholinguistics 1-19.

Tyrone, Martha, and Claude Mauk
2012 Phonetic Reduction and Variation in American Sign Language: A Quantitative Study of
Sign Lowering. Laboratory Phonology 3(2): 425-453.

Morford, Jill P, Angus B Grieve-Smith, James MacFarlane, Joshua Staley, and Gabriel Waters
2008 Effects of Language Experience on the Perception of American Sign
Language. Cognition 109(1): 41-53.

Perlmutter, David M.
1992. Sonority and Syllable Structure in American Sign Language. Linguistic Inquiry 23(3):
407-442.

Brentari, Diane, Marie Coppola, Ashley Jung, and Susan Goldin-Meadow
2013 Acquiring Word Class Distinctions in American Sign Language: Evidence from
Handshape. Language Learning and Development 9(2): 130-150.

Vercellotti, Mary, and David Mortensen
2012 A Classification of Compounds in American Sign Language: An Evaluation of the
Bisetto and Scalise Framework. Morphology 22(4): 545-579.

Hagstrom, Paul, Frances Conlin, and Carol Neidle
2003 A Particle of Indefiniteness in American Sign Language. Linguistic Discovery 2(1): .

Bayley, Robert, Ceil Lucas, and Mary Rose
2000 Variation in American Sign Language: The Case of DEAF. Journal of Sociolinguistics
4(1): 81-107.

Liddell, Scott K.
1984 Think and Believe: Sequentiality in American Sign Language. Language 60(2): 372-
399.

Stewart, David A, and C. Tane Akamatsu
1988 The Coming of Age of American Sign Language. Anthropology & Education Quarterly
19(3): 235-252.



Janzen, Terry
1997 Pragmatic and Syntactic Features of Topics in American Sign Language. Meta 42(3):
502-513.

Reagan, Timothy
2007 The Times of Our Signs: Aspect and Aspectual Markers in American Sign
Language. Southern African Linguistics and Applied Language Studies 25(1): 17-26.

Last Updated: May 14, 2015



