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Language Access for Signing
1 

Students 
A Conundrum for Inclusion 

 
Barbara O’Dea, Ph.D. 

 
Insanity - doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results 

Albert Einstein (attributed) 

 

1. Introduction 
 
This paper considers the first-language mastery expected of children entering 

school and the consequences of children entering school without first-language 

mastery. Regardless of whether students are hearing or Deaf, whether they 

acquire a spoken language or a signed language, and whether or not they have 

access to language during the critical first-language acquisition period, this paper 

puts forth the stance that all students have a right to an accessible and equitable 

education. In the past, we may not have known how to do this for signing 

students, but today we know better so it is incumbent upon us to do better. 

We know better so it is incumbent upon us to do better. 

 
At the heart of this paper is the education environment of signing students under 

the pedagogy know as inclusion – what it is and what it could be. While reading, 

keep in mind that it is entirely possible to provide equitable education to signing 

students; but it takes the will of those in power to provide professionals who know 

the language of signing students in the same way as they provide professionals 

who know the language of students who use spoken language. Table 1 illustrates 

 
 

1 Signing students comprise some of the most vulnerable students educationally because they access 
language visually and are often late first-language learners. 
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the current situation of many (and probably most) signing students in Canada 

where inclusion has many signing students placed in classrooms with students 

who use spoken language, but they do not have access to the education 

provided to the students who use spoken language. 

Table 1. Inclusion for students who use signed language and students who use spoken 
language (O’Dea, 2005) 

Inclusion for Spoken Language Students Is this Inclusion for Signed Language Students? 

Generally, students share a language with 

their teachers. 

Generally, students do not share a 
language with their teachers. 

Generally, students have access to many 
and varied language models using 
language in culturally appropriate ways. 

Generally, students have few, if any, 
language models and access to culturally 
appropriate language use. 

Students generally share a language with 
their school peers. 

Students generally do not share a 
language with their school peers. 

Generally, students can assume their 
teachers have been schooled in best 
practices for their academic needs and 
abilities. 

Generally, students can assume their 
teachers have not been schooled in best 
practices for their academic needs and 
abilities. 

Generally, students can assume the 
curriculum has been designed for them - 
to meet their academic needs and abilities. 

Generally, students can assume the 
curriculum has not been designed for 
them - to meet their academic needs and 
abilities. 

Generally, students can assume that 
assessments of their linguistic, social, 
psychological and cognitive development 
as well as their overall academic potential 
and achievement are administered by 
qualified professionals. 

Generally, students cannot assume that 
assessments of their linguistic, social, 
psychological and cognitive development as 
well as their overall academic potential and 
achievement are administered by qualified 
professionals who know their language and 
understand their culture. 

Generally, inclusion provides a sense of 
belonging. 

Attempts at inclusion often result in 
exclusion and isolation. 

 
 

Although the above description was written in 2005, it continues to be the 

predominant model for the inclusion of signing students today (in 2013). 
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Table 1 represents a model of inclusion where, due to the lack of language 

proficiency of teachers, access to education is, in essence, being withheld from 

signing students.2 Although teachers tend to have a strong sense of the need to 

use language in ways that will assist their students who use spoken language to 

understand the lessons they are presenting, there seems to be little awareness 

about the critical nature of language access for signing students and the potential 

for problems arising when signing students are faced with teachers who do not 

know their language. Rather than understanding the lack of language access as 

one outside the control of students, the problem is often articulated as belonging 

to the students. 

For the most part, students who use spoken language experience an inclusive 

education environment where they access the curriculum, what their teachers 

say and what their peers say, through a language they all share. In this type of 

inclusive classroom environment, signing students can experience a broadly 

accepted discriminatory practice based in audism – i.e. students who can hear 

the spoken language of their teachers have full access to direct instruction from 

them, while students who cannot hear the spoken language of their teachers will 

not be afforded access to direct instruction. 

Signing students can also experience a truly inclusive barrier-free education 

environment where they too can access the curriculum, what their teachers say, 

and what their peers say, through a language they all share. This education 

 
 

2 What is defined as inclusion for signing students in general education is referred to as the illusion of 
inclusion by those who understand that signing students experience academic success when they 
have access to education and struggle when they are presented with barriers, and in particular, 
barriers to language access. 
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environment simply needs teachers who know the language(s) of signing 

students and Deaf teachers and other members of the Deaf community who 

bring experience of living in the majority culture (spoken language society) and, 

as such, are capable of guiding students as they learn to navigate a society 

generally designed for people who use spoken language. Table 2 presents this 

model of inclusion for all students, regardless of the language they use. It is 

inclusion based on best language practices taken for granted for students who 

use spoken language and applied to students who use signed language. 

Table 2. Equity Education for All Students (O’Dea, 2005) 

Equity Education for Students who use Spoken and Signed Languages 

Generally, students and their teachers share a language and use it in culturally 
appropriate ways. 

Generally, students share the same language as their school peers. 

Generally, students can assume their teachers are schooled in best practices to respond 
to their academic needs and abilities. 

Generally, students can assume the curriculum has been designed to meet their 
academic needs and abilities. 

Generally, students can assume that assessments of their linguistic, social, 
psychological and cognitive development as well as their overall academic potential and 
achievement are administered by qualified professionals. 

Generally, inclusion provides a sense of belonging. 

 

Section 2 of this paper describes the unique language acquisition experiences of 

signing children and some of the concerns that plague the education of signing 

students in our society today. Section 3 provides a breakdown of the diverse 

signing student population and Section 4 provides a brief description of American 

Sign Language (ASL) and English grammars. Language acquisition is discussed 
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in Section 5 where there is also a discussion of typical first-language acquisition, 

the characteristics of the earliest types of language children are exposed to and 

how those early language experiences boost the acquisition of more advanced 

adult-like language that prepares them for the rigours of schooling. Section 6 

offers a brief discussion of the interpreting situation in schools today and finally, 

the conclusion of this paper, Section 7, re-visits the two tables presented in 

Section 2. 

As you read through this paper, keep in mind that where there is a will to 

recognize signing students as equal to other students and a will to educate 

professionals to teach them, students who use a signed language can 

experience an education equitable to that of students who use spoken language. 

2. Language for Signing Children: What’s it all about? 

Within the scientific study of language, first-language acquisition is still in its 

infancy. Nevertheless, this research has mushroomed into a body of literature 

pertaining to milestones such as: 

- the articulation of the formational elements of language (phonology) 
 

- the production of simple first words/signs and the development of more 

complex meaningful units (morphology) 

- and the production of full sentences, etc. (syntax) 

 
These milestones are merely the tip of the iceberg, telling us very little about 

what influences language acquisition and what establishes the ground for 

acquiring first-language mastery. Some of these influences are: 
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- the nature of the language available to children and how it influences 

acquisition in specific ways 

- the relationship between comprehension and production 
 

- the interface of language acquisition and cognitive development 
 

- the interconnection between language and culture 
 

- and the influence of first-language proficiency upon literacy development. 

 
The phenomenon of first-language acquisition is a magical one indeed. Much is 

known about language input to children and language output from children; 

however, researchers have yet to ascertain how, within their first five years of life, 

children learn the language(s) around them with adult-like proficiency. Beyond 

this first five years, considered the critical language acquisition period, human 

beings never again show such a facility for either first or second language 

learning. 

Children, who access spoken/signed language in their homes, acquire language 

naturally in basically the same way and within the same timeframe.3 It is not 

surprising that those involved in first-language acquisition research have 

concluded that there is no correlation between being Deaf and the ability to 

acquire first-language proficiency between birth and 5 years old (Baker, 

Idsardi, Golinkoff, & Petitto, 2005; Petitto, Zatorre, Gauna, Nikelski, Dostie, & 

Evans, 2000; Lillo-Martin, 1999). 

 
 
 
 
 

 

3 Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) studies indicate the additional involvement of the 
right hemisphere in the acquisition of signed languages. 
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Both Deaf4 children and hearing children acquire signed languages naturally from 

signing parents. In addition, there are some Deaf children who learn ASL and la 

langue des signes québécoise (LSQ)5 from their hearing parents who are, 

themselves, learning to sign. In the hopes of their children acquiring language as 

early as possible, many of these parents also socialize their children in the Deaf 

community where they are exposed to fluent adult signers, Deaf peers, and Deaf 

culture. Although rare, for parents who want to communicate with their children 

‘from day one’, it is the only fully viable option. Acquiring signed language within 

the first five years affords these children the opportunity to acquire age- 

appropriate language proficiency by the time they enter school (Mayberry, Chen, 

Witcher, & Klein, 2011; Morgan, Barrett-Jones, & Stoneham, 2007; Lillo-Martin, 

1999). 

In the large majority of cases however, Deaf children who have hearing parents 

do not receive full and unobstructed access to language in the early years. As a 

result, these children enter school without age-appropriate first-language 

mastery, may never fully acquire a first language and, according to research, will 

suffer lifelong negative effects. 

Within the body of literature pertaining to first-language acquisition, there is one 

unwavering assumption: regardless of the type of language (spoken or signed) 

children are exposed to within their culture, if children are exposed to 

language, they learn language; if they are not exposed to language, they do 

 
 

4 Upper case D is used in this paper to identify children who access language visually and are 
members, or at least potential members of the linguistic and cultural minority known as the Deaf 
community. 
5 ASL and LSQ are the most used signed languages in the Canadian context. 
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not learn language. Given that there are otherwise typically developing children 

who do not have access to spoken language and are not receiving access to 

signed language during the critical first-language learning period, the above 

statement needs a caveat: the language children are exposed to must be 

accessible to them. 

The most well-known cases of children lacking exposure to language are found 

in the stories of children who have been classified as “feral” children. They have 

generally suffered unspeakable abuse and neglect in addition to being deprived 

of opportunities to learn language in the formative years. (Go to  

http://www.tampabay.com/features/humaninterest/article750838.ece for the story 

of Dani who was found in 2008 in deplorable conditions after 7 years of isolation.) 

Most feral children fail to acquire language proficiency even after years of 

exposure. (Genie is probably the most known feral child in modern history. She 

was followed for quite some time by researchers and other professionals. (See  

http://www.mymultiplesclerosis.co.uk/misc/wild-child.html) 

In addition to feral children, there are other children in our society who are 

deprived of language access during the critical first-language acquisition period. 

They too do not acquire a first language before they enter school although there 

is nothing inherent in them that would prevent them from doing so. This group is 

made up of Deaf children whose parents do not know a language they can 

access and for whom there are no social standards for ensuring their exposure to 

language during the critical first-language learning period. 

http://www.tampabay.com/features/humaninterest/article750838.ece
http://www.mymultiplesclerosis.co.uk/misc/wild-child.html
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Deaf children who do not receive access to language may have none of the 

social and physical neglect and/or abuse experienced by feral children; however, 

the ‘decision’ to withhold an accessible language from them during the most 

crucial first-language acquisition period is, in essence, a decision to deprive them 

of language at the most critical time of their lives. 

Humphries, Kushalnagar, Mathur, Napoli, Padden, Rathmann & Smith’s (2012) 

discussion of the unnecessary late first-language acquisition by Deaf children is 

grounded in a “harm reduction” framework. They focus on the harm to children 

that can result from cochlear implant (CI) surgery, specifically noting that there is 

no evidence concerning the success of CIs for specific children. They also note 

the harm to children that results from the failure of medical professionals to 

inform families properly by giving them “the false impression that technology 

today has advanced to the point where spoken language is easily and rapidly 

accessed by implanted children” (p. 6). They claim that when parents are fully 

informed, they will make appropriate decisions for their Deaf children – i.e. 

providing them with access to a signed language they can acquire naturally in a 

time sensitive manner and, in so doing, creating a harm reduction environment 

for them. 

Although there is nothing physically, cognitively, or intellectually preventing Deaf 

children from acquiring language, there are clear social factors that can deprive 

them of access to language. When hearing parents are presented with 

technology ‘options’ for providing language access to their children that, in fact, 

may fail to provide children with the type of language needed for acquisition by 
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the time they are 5 years old, then society creates a group of children who will 

have missed the window of opportunity for natural first-language learning and, 

depending on when they receive language access, will not have the advantage of 

what most human beings take for granted – a fully entrenched first language. 

Being deprived of language, they will experience one of the most unique, 

devastating, and fully avoidable human conditions – being a late first-language 

learner. 

Some professionals may be uninformed about the lifelong negative 

consequences of not acquiring a first language during those years and, as a 

result, will not provide parents with all the options to insure they make an 

informed decision about language access for their children. However, the lack of 

information to parents can have its roots in the ideology of professionals who, 

despite ongoing evidence to the contrary, continue to advise parents that it is 

better to wait for the technology to prove itself effective or ineffective before 

making a decision about exposing their children to a signed language. 

According to Humphries et al. (2012), this is due in large part to the process 

parents undergo. Their newborn infant is screened at the hospital (the first 

medical contact). The child is then passed on to an audiologist (second medical 

contact) who passes the child to a CI surgeon (third medical contact) who, in 

turn, passes the child to some sort of team for ongoing rehabilitation. The focus 

is on “fixing” the ears in order to make the child “as hearing as possible”. This 

team may or may not understand the devastating implications of not having 

access to language from birth and the parents have already developed a strong 
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sense that the goal for their child is to become “more hearing”. A rehabilitation 

team can work with Deaf children for years but, in today’s society, have no 

responsibility for ensuring the children have access to language nor are they held 

accountable if they create late first-language learners. Humphries et al. have 

witnessed the “stars” of CIs being made visible, showcased so to speak, while 

children for whom CIs have failed, are well-hidden. 

Due to the way this information is passed on to parents, they may become 

convinced that a signed language will interfere with learning spoken language. 

They are left uninformed about the two major advantages of having access to a 

signed language during the critical first-language learning period: 

1. it provides their children with the linguistic material necessary for the 

development of the language centers in the brain 

2. it provides their children with the linguistic material that can enhance the 

development of spoken language (in cases where technology is 

successful). 

Presently, parents in Canada do not receive unambiguous information about best 

and worst case scenarios for language acquisition. If their child is exposed to a 

signed language while they await the success of technology, there can be two 

results: 

1. If the technology is successful, the best case scenario is that their child will 

be bilingual by the time they are five years old. This cannot be considered 

a bad thing. 
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2. The worst-case scenario is that if, for some reason, the technology fails 

and their child does not develop spoken language, the signed language is 

still intact and they will have first-language proficiency by the time they are 

five years old. This, too, cannot be considered a bad thing. 

At this point, there is no way to predict which children will acquire language 

through assistive devices and which children will not. When the technology is 

successful and provides children with sufficient access to spoken language, there 

is reason to celebrate. However, when the technology fails a Deaf child, our 

society has created a child who will enter school without age-appropriate first- 

language mastery, unprepared to cope with the rigors of education (even at a 

kindergarten level), and at great risk academically, socially, psychologically, and 

emotionally. If, when these children enter school, the education environment 

does not provide them with the type of language exposure they need to develop a 

first language, every day at school puts them further and further at risk. 

A more pedestrian view of the students assumes their problem has to do with 

their ears. This is not born out in how language is acquired. In fact, children who 

have access to signed language learn it as naturally and as well as hearing 

children learn spoken language (See Typical First-language Learners – 

Hearing and Deaf under Section 3); nevertheless, professionals involved with 

signing students need to have certain knowledge that may not be aligned with 

certain other pedestrian views. For example, signing students can be identified 

as having a language delay or language disability. It is true that due to a 

developmental disability, learning disability, or cognitive issue, etc., both hearing 
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and Deaf children can enter school without age-appropriate first language 

mastery. However, such ‘conditions’ are not exclusive to Deaf children or the 

result of being Deaf and will need very different responses from educators. 

Deaf students can also be perceived as having problems learning language. 
 
As mentioned above and will be discussed throughout this paper, typically 

developing hearing and Deaf children acquire language naturally when they are 

exposed to an accessible language. 

Sadly, it is not uncommon for Deaf children to be language-deprived. The typical 

acquisition of language by Deaf children who are exposed to a signed language 

has been well documented. In addition, research pertaining to late first-language 

learners who received access to language upon entering school confirms the 

existence of a critical period for language acquisition (Emmorey, Bellugi, 

Friederici & Horn, 1995; Petitto, 1993; Grimshaw, Adelstein, Bryden & 

MacKinnon, 1998). This research documents that adults who did not receive 

accessible signed language during their formative years, never acquired the most 

complex grammatical structures of the language. Adults who did not receive 

access to language until puberty, acquired vocabulary, but little in terms of the 

use of grammatical structure. Vocabulary is important, of course, but grammar is 

the bedrock of communicative competence. In addition, research also shows a 

strong correlation between language fluency and English literacy in that less 

fluent ASL signers will have less developed English literacy (Chamberlain & 

Mayberry, 2008; Dubuisson, Parisot et Vercaingne-Ménard (2008); Boudreault & 

Mayberry, 2006; Hoffmeister, 2000). 
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A curriculum designed for children entering school with age-appropriate first- 

language mastery is unequivocally incompatible with the needs and abilities of 

children entering school without age-appropriate first-language mastery. In the 

early years of school, students are expected to use their English language 

proficiency to develop English literacy. What does this mean for children who 

have not yet acquired language? 

Professionals working with signing students need to be aware that, according to 

professionals involved in language, cognition, learning, psychology, and general 

child development, language is considered the distinguishing characteristic 

that sets human beings apart from other animals. 

Some professionals who work with signing children and students can be 

unfamiliar with the 30+ years of scientific research that warns about the dangers 

of language deprivation. Given that Infant Hearing Screening Programs can 

identify a Deaf child within a very short time after birth, there is no justifiable 

reason for any typically developing hearing or Deaf child in our society to reach 

school age without first-language mastery. 

Finally, signing students need to experience inclusion and have a right to a 

barrier-free education. This is a concern because so far, in Canadian education, 

teachers of signing students may have no signed language fluency and, 

therefore, cannot communicate with their signing students. Often, their peers 

cannot communicate with them either, and there are no standards for those hired 

as interpreters. 
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With this information in mind, consider the following questions as you move 

through this paper. 

1. If students are in a school where their teachers and the rest of the school 

staff do not know their language, are they ‘included’? 

2. If students are in a school where none of their peers know their language, 

are they “included”? 

3. If language-deprived students are in a school where no one can provide 

them with the type of language access they need to acquire their first 

language, are they ‘included’? 

4. If the education of signing students is being mediated by a person who 

has been hired as an interpreter but does not have the skills to provide 

access to the curriculum, if signing students have no opportunities to have 

one-on-one conversations with their teachers, and if they have no access 

to basic social interactions with their peers, are these students in a barrier- 

free inclusive education environment? 

3. The Student Population 

All signing students are not the same. Below is a description of the various 

groups of learners. 

Typical First-language Learners – Hearing and Deaf 

Regardless of the socio-economic status of families, the culture(s) a child 

belongs to, the number of children in the family, or the gender, race, and other 

identifying characteristics of a community, human beings learn the spoken and 

signed language(s) they have access to and they will have adult-like 
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proficiency by the time they are five years old. This is not to say they have the 

same capacity to use language as adults have. They do not. Their vocabularies 

will continue to develop and increased cognitive development over time will allow 

them to move from the expression of concrete thoughts to more abstract ones 

using greater complexity of semantic, pragmatic, and grammatical features. 

Nevertheless, children generally have most of the grammar of the language(s) 

they are exposed to by the time they are five years old. Regardless of their 

capacity to hear, these children are typical first-language learners. 

We also know that different cultures treat their children differently during the first- 

language-learning years; nevertheless, children all around the world learn the 

language(s) they have access to. Although these children belong to different 

cultures, they are typical first-language learners. 

And, finally, Deaf children who access a signed language from the adults around 

them are typical first-language learners. 

Signing Students Who are Typical First-Language Learners 

It is rare for Deaf children to have Deaf parents; but some do.6 And, as 

mentioned above (p. 9), it is also rare for hearing parents to expose their Deaf 

children to a signed language; nevertheless some do. Whether the parents are 

hearing or Deaf, these Deaf children can be classified as typical first-language 

learners because they learn language naturally from the accessible 

language they see around them. Generally, these children begin school with 

age-appropriate first-language mastery and have the same needs and abilities of 

6 To date, research pertaining to language acquisition in Deaf children reports that 90% of these 
children are born to hearing parents (Marschark, 2001; Erikson, 1987). 
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any other students in the school system. Given a school environment where 

these Deaf students share a signed language with their teachers and peers, and 

given that their teachers are knowledgeable about and prepared for the challenge 

of teaching them (e.g., for developing literacy in a spoken language they     

cannot access), these students have the potential for an education equitable to 

that of students who have learned spoken language. 

Atypical First-Language Learners – Hearing and Deaf 

Some children do not learn language in a typical way although they are 

surrounded by accessible language. These children may have a language delay 

or disorder. Such conditions are not limited to hearing children. Deaf children 

being exposed to signed language can also experience language 

delays/disorders and can have difficulty learning the signed language they are 

being exposed to. There is a dearth of language specialists who can identify a 

language delay/disorder in signing children/students and little known about 

strategies and therapies to support them. With no Canadian universities offering 

teacher education programs for signing students, it is not surprising that there is 

a void in specialists educated to identify and treat a language delay/disorder in 

signing children. 

LATE First-Language Learners 

There is nothing inherent in Deaf language-deprived children that would prevent 

them from learning language. Rather, external social factors come together to 

create these late first-language learners. If they reach school age without age- 

appropriate first-language mastery, they will be at great risk; therefore, extremely 

concerted efforts by schools will be needed to ensure first-language mastery 
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prior to reaching puberty after which time, evidence claims, the window of 

opportunity for becoming a proficient language user is closed. 

Presently in Deaf education there is no education model for late first-language 

learners. 

Human languages are perceived (processed by the brain) in two ways – 

auditorily (spoken languages) and visually (signed languages) and this 

processing takes place in the same area of the brain whether a language is 

signed or spoken. One does not need perfect hearing to access (hear) a 

spoken language or perfect vision to access (see) a signed language. 

However, there is a point at which access to language (i.e. hearing it or 

seeing it) is compromised to an extent that the brain cannot process it. If 

this happens during the optimum language acquisition period (between birth 

and five years old), children are at risk of not receiving enough language 

input to develop first-language mastery during that period. Such children are 

at risk of becoming late first-language learners. (See the CHS Position 

Paper on Educational Placements at: www.chs.ca) 

Researchers have confirmed the devastating effects of not acquiring a first 

language early in life, scientists who are doing brain research have confirmed 

that signed languages and spoken languages are treated the same in the 

language centre, and Early Infant Screening programs are identifying children as 

Deaf within the first few weeks after birth. Nevertheless, vulnerable parents who 

have just learned they have a Deaf child can be influenced by professionals who 

ignore the science and, instead, support an ideology that advances the 

http://www.chs.ca/
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misguided belief that spoken language will provide more to their child than signed 

language will. If some form of technology proves itself ineffective to providing a 

child with the type of linguistic input needed for language acquisition, the child is 

usually well beyond the optimum time for first language acquisition. 

4. Some Linguistic Features of ASL and English 

In order to understand language acquisition of a particular language, we must 

understand the linguistic make-up of that language. Since the first publication 

about the linguistic nature of ASL by William Stokoe in 1960, interest in the 

linguistic analysis of ASL and other signed languages has piqued the interest of 

many professionals and researchers. In comparison to researchers involved in 

spoken language research, the number of linguists involved in signed language 

research is few and the number of linguists who have branched into the study of 

first-language acquisition of signed languages is a subset of those. Nevertheless, 

there is a substantial body of literature pertaining to the linguistic nature of signed 

languages and first-language acquisition of those signed languages. Everything 

we have learned from research on signed and spoken languages thus far 

confirms that regardless of the modality, signed or spoken, languages are 

processed predominantly in the same part of the brain, comprise the same types 

of grammars, and follow the same milestones and timelines for acquisition. 

We also understand that there are certain differences in signed and spoken 

languages due to modality. For example, signed languages tend to have more 

individual iconic forms than spoken languages; however, people who do not 
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know a signed language, ASL for example, cannot easily guess the meaning of 

many simple signs generally classified as iconic (Klima & Bellugi, 1979). 

To understand language acquisition, we must have an understanding of what 

children are acquiring. For example, the study of phonetics examines the 

“gestures” of the vocal apparatus – the mouth, tongue, vocal folds, etc. in the 

production of words and the “gestures” of the hands, arms, face, etc. in the 

production of signs. Gestures of the hands have the added feature of being able 

to take advantage of the space surrounding the signer in a grammatical way. The 

gestures of spoken language articulators do not share this feature. 

Researchers who study language acquisition have the task of analyzing the 

individual formational properties of the language (phonetics) and how these 

properties combine (phonology). Researchers also study the acquisition of 

morphology (the meaningful units) and syntax (clauses and sentences). Different 

types of analysis are needed depending on different type of measures – 

instruments that capture sounds (pitch, loudness, speed, etc.) for spoken 

languages are very different from the instruments that capture signs (movements 

of the hands, face, eyes and the whole body, etc.) and the space around the 

signer for signed languages. Advances in technology create greater 

understanding of what is happening during language production and, thus, during 

language acquisition. 

Much of the early first-language acquisition work was based on studies of what 

children produce. Today there is also a large body of work concerning what 

children understand. To gain data for production and comprehension, 
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researchers have been extremely creative in the development of measurement 

tools. They can measure a multiple of things: 

- the sucking behaviour of infants can determine what a fetus hears, 

whether or not they are responding differently to their mother’s voice 

versus that of fathers or even other females, and whether this “hearing” 

computes after birth 

- technology that can measure eye-gaze can determine when infants 

recognize word meaning 

- whether or not infants are engaged in a conversation can be measured by 

extremely complex technology that tracks eye movements. 

Methods have also been developed to bring children to a conversation in a way 

that can result in getting them to produce specific grammatical structures or 

determine their comprehension of specific grammatical structures. A description 

of such tools and measurements is beyond the scope of this paper; however, 

what we have learned from studies implementing these measures is not. Due to 

some very well-developed research methods, it has been confirmed that there is 

a lot going on in the mind of the child before first words/signs are produced. In 

fact, language acquisition has its roots in the interaction between adult and child 

long before they produce their first recognizable and meaningful word/sign. 

Phonetics 

Phonetics of spoken languages generally considers consonants and vowels as 

its phonetic material. The study of English phonetics is not based on the 26 

letters of the English alphabet or the English spelling system. It is based on the 
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sounds of English – approximately 20 vowel sounds and 25 consonant sounds. 

Consider the following words – beet, bit, bait, bet, bat, but, boot, bought, 

bout….. These 9 words are basically the same except for the vowel sound 

between [b] and [t]. There are 9 vowel sounds that create 9 different words. 

Children unconsciously learn all the formational properties (sounds) of English 

that go far beyond the English alphabet. And children will have learned the sound 

for the th long before they learn that the English written system represents this 

one sound with 2 letters. 

The phonetics of signed languages generally considers handshapes (HS), 

locations (LOC), and movements (MOV) as the phonetic material. Although not 

fully simultaneously produced, these properties are a lot less sequential than the 

sounds of spoken languages. For example, the HS is generally held constant for 

the duration of the sign. In this way, the HS acts with the MOV and the LOC. 

Consider the two signs THINGS and CHILDREN. These two signs are made with 

the same LOC and MOV. The only difference is in HS. In THINGS, the palm 

orientation is facing upward and in CHILDREN the palm orientation is facing 

downward. Like the subtle differences in English sounds, children unconsciously 

learn the subtle differences in the formational properties of the HSs, LOCs, and 

MOVs found in ASL. 

Phonology 

Phonology examines how formational features combine using rules of a specific 

language. In English, for example, the final sound found in words such as ring is 

phonologically restricted in that it cannot be at the beginning of a word or 
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syllable. Another phonological rule in English deals with the restriction of the 

number of consonant sounds at the beginning of a word or syllable. For example, 

an English word/syllable can begin with three consonant sounds only if the first 

sound is [s], the second is a voiceless stop [p], [t], or [k], and the third is [l] or [r]. 

The words street and scream follow this phonological rule. (c in this case has 

the sound [k]). Children acquiring English generally know the phonological rules 

of English before they enter school. 

Phonological rules apply in ASL as well. In this case, there are restrictions about 

the ways HSs, LOCs, and MOVs can combine. For example, the ‘open 8’ HS has 

a phonological restriction that it can only use the middle finger to touch its LOC. 

Another ASL phonological rule is found in restrictions for two-handed signs. For 

example, if both hands are active and moving, they must both have the same 

HS, the same or alternating MOV, and be on the same horizontal and/or vertical 

plane (LOC). Students who have learned ASL during the formative years will 

know the phonological rules of ASL before they enter school. 

Morphology 

Morphology studies the meaningful units in a language – what those units are 

and how they create words/signs. A morpheme is the smallest meaningful unit in 

a language. For example, in English, the word touches comprises only one word 

but two meaningful units: touch (to come into contact with) and –es (a 

grammatical unit indicating plural). An example of morphology in ASL can be 

seen in the sign [first person]GIVE[second person]. The beginning LOC of this sign 
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indicates first person and the final LOC indicates second person. In addition, the 

HS is a morpheme that represents some object - ‘I give (it to) you’. 

English has very few inflectional morphemes (a total of 7) and might be 

considered an impoverished language morphologically.  These inflectional 

morphemes are: 

-s noun plural 

-s 3rd person singular present tense verbs 

-s possessive 

-ed past tense verbs 

-ing present progressive 

-er comparative adjectives 

-est superlative adjectives 

 
The English written system does not have a one-to-one relationship between the 

sounds of English and the letters of the alphabet that represents each sound. For 

example, English past tense is often described as “adding –ed to the end of a 

word”. But, the morpheme representing English past has some different forms 

that are illustrated below. 

pull + -d 

jump + -t 

test + -əd 

 
The task for children is to determine what the rule is and then apply it to 

individual words. They need to know that when a verb ends with a voiced sound, 

the past tense is –d. When a verb ends in a voiceless sound, the past tense is –t. 

And when a verb ends in [t], the past tense form is -əd. Children learning English 

make these determinations and learn the rules. 
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ASL is considered a polysynthetic language, i.e. one lexical unit (word/sign) 

incorporates more than one morpheme at a time and may comprise a multitude 

of morphemes. Its morphological richness can be observed in its many 

morphemes that obligatorily attach to the HS, LOC, and MOV of signs to express 

grammatical meanings. In addition, the gestural nature of ASL allows for the 

representation of non-manual morphemes (facial grammar) and eye gaze that 

can also be analyzed as morphological. 

English is not a polysynthetic language, but many spoken languages are in that 

one word can consist of many morphemes. One difference in polysynthetic 

signed languages and polysynthetic spoken languages is the fact that spoken 

languages generally produce one morpheme after another while the morphemes 

in signed languages can be produced much more simultaneously. The following 

example is one word consisting of many morphemes - subject, object, 2 verbs, 

negation, aspect, and tense. This complex lexical unit creates a sentence. 

Sentence 1:  Yup’ik Inuit – a sentence in one word 

http://www.sil.org/linguistics/GlossaryOfLinguisticTerms/WhatIsAPolysyntheticLanguage.htm 
 

tuntussuqatarniksaitengqiggtuq 

tuntu -  ssur - qatar - ni -  ksaite - ngqiggte - uq 

reindeer - hunt - FUT  - say - NEG  -  again - 3SG:IND7
 

'He had not yet said again that he was going to hunt reindeer.’8 

 
Some examples of ASL morphology are: 

- number incorporation to reference the hour, number of people/day, etc. 

- classifiers 
 
 

 

7 FUT = future, NEG = negative, SG = singular, IND = indigitive, 3SG = first person singular. 
8 Payne, Thomas E. (1997). Describing morphosyntax: A guide for field linguists Cambridge, NY: 
Cambridge University Press (p. 28). (With thanks to Eliza Orr.) 

http://www.sil.org/linguistics/GlossaryOfLinguisticTerms/WhatIsAPolysyntheticLanguage.htm
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- noun phrases incorporated at the initial and final LOCs in a verb complex9
 

- grammatical aspect incorporated into the movement of the verb 

- syntactic constructions such as conditionals, questions, and topic marking 

(expressed through facial grammar, eye-gaze, and body positioning) 

- syntactic representation of two clauses simultaneously produced (a 

feature specific to signed language10) 

Following is an example of the polysynthetic nature of ASL where there is one 

very complex construction. A signer was talking about a birthday celebration he 

attended in a park where a mouse jumped onto the picnic table and ran around 

the birthday cake that had been placed there. 

Sentence 2:  ASL – parallel encoding - two lexical units produced simultaneously 
on each hand and creating one sentence. (This type of grammatical construction 
is not possible in spoken language.) 

Non-dominant hand: CL11: object - /B/ facing downward in a neutral space 
in front of the body 

Dominant hand: CL:small animal 

MOV Dominant hand12 on non-dominant hand (jumping) 
LOC non-dominant (back of hand) 

‘The mouse jumped all over the birthday cake.’ 

Klima and Bellugi (1979) published a text entitled The Signs of Language where 

their pioneering work presented the phonetic, phonological, morphological and 

syntactic nature of signed language as being analogous to that of spoken 

language, albeit, expressed differently in terms of modality. They also discussed 

some cognitive features of the structure of signed language. For example, they 

noted that spoken languages tend to produce one proposition (idea) per second: 

 
 

9 The LOCs refer to the beginning and end points of a verb that moves from one location to another.   
10 You may want to consider tonal languages as well. They produce tones simultaneous with syllables 
that can be morphological in nature. 
11 CL = classifier 
12 The dominant hand for a right-handed person is the right hand and the dominant hand for a left- 
handed person is the left hand. 
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… [2-HANDED] 

a kind of temporal constraint for all languages. Their research found that ASL 

also produces one proposition per second. Considering the size of the 

articulators for spoken languages (the tiny components of the vocal apparatus) 

and the articulators for signed languages (the much larger hands), accepting that 

ASL adheres to this temporal constraint seems counterintuitive. Klima and 

Bellugi propose that the typology of signed language (the way it produces its 

grammar) lends itself to the simultaneous production of multiple morphemes 

(meaningful units) in the articulation of individual signs that, in turn, can produce 

one proposition within the proposed temporal constraint. 

Syntax 

In addition to Sentence 2 illustrating a complex sign made up of several 

morphemes, it is also a full sentence. ASL can also take advantage of the two 

hands to create two clauses simultaneously. For example, the last sign in a 

clause can be held in one position by the non-dominant hand while the dominant 

hand signs another clause; thus creating two clauses/sentences at the same 

time. 

Sentence 3(a): ASL – 2 sentences simultaneously produced 
 

[1st person]DRIVE[relaxed] 

‘I was driving.’ 
 
DRIVE begins as a 2-handed sign in a neutral space in front of the signer (LOC) 

and the MOV consists of a morpheme for ‘in a relaxed manner’. 

Sentence 3(b): ASL – two signs produced simultaneously 
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- 
[NON-DOMINANT - HOLD] 

[1st person]DRIVE … 
[DOMINANT HAND] 13 

[INF]CL VEHICLE[INF] 

‘As I was driving another car ran into me.’ 

 
The non-dominant hand is being held while CL-VEHICLE is produced with the 

initial LOC of the vehicle and the final LOC of the vehicle incorporated. English 

might represent the two events sequentially with the word “while” between the 

two clauses indicating that both actions are happening at the same time. 

There are certain constructions in ASL that would be quite foreign to English 

speakers; however, the grammatical constructions found in signed languages 

can also be found in other spoken language. 

Sentence 4:  Mandarin –topic marker and a classifier 

Nèi-xie shùmu, shùshēn dà 
those CL-tree  tree-trunk big 
‘Those trees (TOPIC), the trunks are big.’ (Li & Thompson, 1976) 

 
Sentence 5:  ASL – A sentence with a topic construction 

   TOPIC 

POSS.1 NAME M-J B-I-E-N-V-E-N-U. aNAMED1 (signed name)14
 

(An Introduction to American Deaf Culture by MJ Bienvenu & Betty Colonomos, 
Burtonsville, MD: Sign Media.) 

‘My name is MJ Bienvenu. The name I have been given is “MJ.”’ 
(Translation: Janzen, O’Dea, & Shaffer, 2001) 

Sentence 6:  Mandarin: A sentence without a verb 

Zhèr Hĕn rè 
here  very hot 
‘It is very hot in here.’ (Li & Thompson, 1976) 

 
Sentence 7:  ASL: A sentence without a verb 

CHILDREN SAD. 
‘The children are sad’ 

 
Sentence 8:  Cayuga – A sentence with a classifier 

So:wá:s akh–náhskw–ae 

 
 

13 INF = inflected, POSS.1 = 1st person possessive, a = a specified location. 
14 In Mandarin, the topic is a separate word; whereas in ASL, topic-marking is a morpheme attached 
to the sign aNAMED1. 
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dog I - [DOMESTIC ANIMAL]15 - have 
‘I have a (pet) dog.’ (Mithun, 1986) 

 
Sentence 9:  Zapotec – A sentence with grammatical aspect (habitual) 

ru - ka?a -  beé 
habitual write 3s-human16

 

‘He writes.’ (Bybee, 1985) 

 
Topic constructions are quite prominent in ASL. Although topics can be 

expressed in English, they are not marked by a morpheme. Sentence 4 provides 

an example of a topic-marked Mandarin sentence and Sentence 5 provides a 

topic-marked sentence in ASL. Sentences 6 and 7 illustrate perfectly 

grammatical sentences that do not have verbs. Most of us were taught that a 

sentence must have a verb. For the most part, this is true for English; but it is not 

the case for all spoken languages such as Mandarin and it is not the case for 

ASL. 

Sentence 8 provides an example of a domestic animal classifier in Cayuga. 

Sentence 2 illustrates two ASL classifiers – one for ‘flat object’ (top of cake) and 

one for ‘small animal’. 

Sentence 3(b) has a ‘vehicle’ classifier. 

 
Mandarin Sentence 4 also has a classifier for ‘tree’. 

 
Tense refers to specific points in time – present time, past time, or future time. 

Aspect, on the other hand, has more to do with things happening “over time”. 

Sentence 9 provides a Zapotec example of grammatical aspect. English has two 

aspects - the perfect aspect and progressive. For example, the English sentence, 

 
 

15 [DOMESTIC ANIMAL] = Classifier. 
16 3s-human = third person singular Classifier. 
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‘ I have seen that movie.’ is not a simple past tense statement. The construction 

provides a subtle nuance in the verb that the event is finished but it still has 

relevance. One might expect the intention to be something like: We saw the 

movie and we don’t want to see it again. The two English aspects are 

progressive and perfect. The form for each is illustrated below: 

Progressive: progressive: 

be + V+ing ‘I am writing a letter.’ 

 
Perfect Aspect: 

have + V[past/past participle] I have seen that movie already. 

 
Klima & Bellugi (1979) presented a description of several ASL aspects such as 

continuative, habitual, iterative, distributional, reciprocal and multiple. Aspect is 

found in the MOV of signs. The MOV of an uninflected form is replaced by a  

MOV representing a specific aspect. For example, the morpheme for continuative 

aspect is a repeated elliptical MOV. This means that the MOV is articulated with 

an elliptical shape. The simple inward MOV of SICK can be inflected for 

continuative aspect, SICK[continuative], by replacing the inward MOV with a repeated 
 
elliptical movement. The inward direction is maintained. The verb 

WATCH[continuative] is articulated with a repeated elliptical MOV while maintaining 

the outward direction of the basic verb form. 

A full analysis of ASL grammar is outside the scope of this paper; however, 

knowing how different the grammar of ASL is from English provides us with an 

opportunity to imagine how we might use it to help students develop English 
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literacy. It also shows us why it might be fairly difficult for parents to learn ASL if 

they want to provide their Deaf children with accessible linguistic input. 

A short note here about learning ASL as a second language. Two things 

that might affect how quickly an adult will learn ASL as a second language 

are: 

1. when learning a second spoken language, we cannot produce a 

word in English and in the other language at the same time. 

However, we can produce words and signs at the same time. This 

facility may negatively impact learning ASL because second 

language learners may be tempted to “say” the most basic English 

meaning as they articulate the ASL sign. Because we cannot 

produce two languages simultaneously, attempting to articulate two 

as diverse as English and ASL simultaneously, results in the 

corruption of one or both of the languages. 

2. with modern languages at least, we generally learn to speak the 

language and write it at the same time. The written form is 

expected to provide a support for the spoken form. ASL does not 

have a conventional written form; therefore, adult learners cannot 

take advantage of the written genre to support signing. 

5. Language Acquisition 

Rather than providing a prescription for when children accomplish the milestones 

on their way to becoming proficient English or ASL users (i.e. what language they 

produce first, next, etc.), this section of the paper presents certain notions 
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pertinent to first-language acquisition as it relates to “how” children acquire it and 

the part that adults play in the process. 

The major ingredient we observe in our culture during language acquisition is the 

interaction between the child and adults. From the moment a child is born, 

interaction begins. For example, a parent might count fingers and toes and tell 

the child how many there are, as if the child understands what they are saying. 

This might be considered the child’s first lesson in mathematics. What do 
 
children do when they are acquiring their first language? What do adults do? And 

what affects the momentum for discovering language? This discussion will be 

pertinent for our later consideration about how to provide a language acquisition 

environment for late first-language learners. 

Reading through this section, be sure to keep in mind that although there are 

modality differences in English and ASL as well as different types of grammatical 

constructions, the acquisition of these two languages parallels each other. 

It is important to recognize that there is extreme variation between and within 

children at any given point during the process of first-language acquisition. One 

example that might illuminate this fact can be seen at the stage where many 

English children have acquired a repertoire of 150 words. At this stage, individual 

children can produce from 50 words to 600 words (Fenson, Dale, Redneck, 

Bates, Thal, & Pethick, 1994). An example from children acquiring ASL can be 

observed at 34 months where the range of signs acquired is between 264 and 

518 (Anderson & Reilly, 2002). These ranges indicate differences between 

children; however, whether or not they are significant for the attainment of first- 
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language proficiency is open for discussion. 

 
One extremely complex chore a first-language learner is involved in is 

determining where morpheme, word, and sentence/clause boundaries are from a 

steady stream of linguistic data they have access to, signed or spoken (Nazzi, 

Bertoncini, & Mehler, 1998). Finding boundaries is only one piece of the puzzle, 

but an extremely fundamental piece all the same. Children need to ascertain how 

vocabulary in the specific language they are learning works; how to build an 

understanding of symbols, what they refer to and how to use them in meaningful 

ways; and how to develop the facility to use language in the conventional ways of 

the community. Motherese provides paths to these goals. 

Children and adults are partners in first-language acquisition. A critical 

component is the way adults interact with their children. This is generally referred 

to as child-directed speech. Because we now know that language is not merely 

speech, the term child-directed language is used here to indicate how adults 

interact with their children during first-language development. 

The term motherese (Gleitman & Wanner, 1988) was coined to indicate the 

variation in language production and behaviours adults use with their language- 

learning children. The identifying features of motherese in English are generally 

observed in the prosodic features of language - variation in pitch, rhythm, and 

speed of production. In addition, use of simplistic grammatical structures and lots 

of repetition are characteristics of this type of child-directed language. These 

features are not generally observed in adult interactions. 

Motherese in signed language uses prosodic features that differ from adult 



36  

language use as well (Koester, 2000). For example, language is produced at a 

slower pace generally, there is a longer duration for individual signs, signs are 

articulated larger, and there is lots of repetition with less complex grammatical 

structures used as well. In addition, there are characteristics that can only be 

attributed to the modality in which signed languages are produced. That is, these 

features are not found in spoken languages and, therefore, can be attributed to 

the modality of the language specifically. Those include signing on the child’s 

body, moving signs into the child’s visual field, and re-locating signs to the visual 

field. 

In most of the western world, in order to maintain the attention of babies, adults 

will use motherese. This has quite an added bonus for language learners. For 

example, they develop cultural discourse patterns and social behaviours based 

on the language addressed to them. Fenson, Dale, Reznick, Bates, Thal, & 

Pethick (1994) discuss first-language acquisition milestones, some of which are 

discussed below, from the study of 1,803 children. As young as 8 months old, 

language learners can know that a conversation is about to happen and show 

anticipation for it by an increase in vocalizing (cooing) and excited movements of 

arm and legs. These child behaviours motivate the adults to respond. 

An important role of adults seems to be getting the child’s attention and 

maintaining it during interaction – i.e. helping them to become social beings. 

During the earliest months, adults use turn-taking behaviours. For example, they 

will say something, pause as if waiting for the child to respond, and then say 

something else. Sometimes this patterning will be a question followed by a pause 
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and then an answer to the question. But the interaction can also be more 

narrative in nature. Whatever the case, motherese is always in play. 

Motherese studies do not only describe how adults interact with children and 

encourage them to interact, they indicate that this type of interaction has the 

potential for encouraging children to attend to the language being presented to 

them. From the beginning, adults respond to everything the child says and does 

as if the child were seeking to communicate with them. Along with learning the 

patterns of cultural interaction and discourse, motherese helps a child to discover 

information about the grammar of the language and, in particular, clause 

boundaries. This is a great asset to infants in their ongoing search for word/sign 

boundaries and overall grammatical development. As early as 4 to 6 months old, 

infants begin to find the grammatical chunks from the stream of language they 

see/hear (Jusczyke, 1999; Jusczyke, Wessels, Svenkerud & Jusczyke, 1993). 

Between 6 and 9 months babies learning English show a preference for words 

that have only two syllables where the stress pattern is strong followed by weak. 

This pattern is most common in two-syllable English words. A few months later, 

between 10 and 11 months old, these babies seem to recognize two-syllable 

words that have the opposite stress pattern (Albin & Echols, 1996). Also, around 

10 months old, the babbling of the English-speaking babies begins to sound like 

the syllables one would expect in English. This continues for quite some time 

until around 2 years old when it becomes difficult to know if babbling or words are 

being produced. 
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During babbling in ASL, the HS of signs is particularly vulnerable and riddled with 

far more errors than either LOC or MOV (Baker, Idsardi, & Golinkoff, 2005). This 

is analogous to the problems (errors) in articulation we hear from babies learning 

English during their babbling stage. Errors in the articulation of consonants are 

prevalent. 

During this whole babbling period, adults are responding to what they think the 

child is saying. Because of the adult responses, children are able to scaffold what 

the adult thinks they are saying onto their own experiences. 

An example of how motherese is used to support language acquisition in ASL 

can be observed in the motherese of adults who simplify grammatical structures 

that might otherwise be ambiguous to infants (Reilly & Bellugi, 1996). For 

example, there are certain non-manual grammatical structures where the 

expression on the face has two functions – one grammatical and the other not 

grammatical. The furrowed eyebrow is one such structure. The particular facial 

expression is one used commonly in our culture for many different reasons. One 

is to show displeasure. In ASL, the grammatical morpheme of the furrowed 

eyebrows is a morpheme that creates a WH-question construction. It seems that 

adult ASL signers instinctively assume that the two functions must be 

disambiguated. They do this by articulating the WH-questions without the non- 

manual attached. Using this strategy can support the child in learning the 

different syntax constructions for WH-question without having to deal with the 

ambiguous facial grammar. Later, when the child is ready, adults add the 

furrowed facial morpheme to WH-questions. 
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As young as 7 months old, babies can recognize words used in different 

contexts. They may not know the meaning of those words, but they can 

recognize them within different sentences. And between 12 and 20 months, the 

first words/signs appear. Remember, what a child produces is not indicative of 

what they understand. Production and comprehension are different and it is 

always important to remember that during the language acquisition stage of 

development, production is preceded by comprehension. 

Waxman & Leddon (2011) discuss several factors about child language. The way 

children use language can be a product of how adults used vocabulary with them. 

For example, some adults point out features of particular objects when they 

interact with babies. This type of discourse draws the child’s attention to the 

categories the adult is focusing on. Fairly young children can categorize objects 

(nouns) and even features of objects (adjectives). In fact, 13 month old children 

(who produce around 20 words and comprehend approximately 100) who are 

shown an unknown object with the statement “Look at this” repeated, do not 

respond to the statement asking them to “show another one”; whereas children at 

the same age who are shown a new object accompanied by the statement, “Look 

at this blick” can find another blick when asked to do so. It seems that it is not 

merely motherese drawing attention to language and having the potential of 

gaining and holding attention. The language strategies adults use in the early 

stages of first-language acquisition can influence later language competence as 

well. This type of study has not yet been replicated for children learning ASL. 
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However, there is every indication that these factors should exist within the ASL 

language learning child and have the same results. 

At around 18 months old, children learning English begin to put words together 

and may have up to 500 words in their vocabulary repertoire. Once they are 

producing 150 words, the vocabulary spurt begins (Fenson, Dale, Redneck, 

Bates, Thal, & Pethick, 1994). At this time word production increases from adding 

about 3 words a week to adding up to 10 words per day. Grammatical 

development goes hand in hand with this stage. Although the publications 

concerning acquisition of English far outnumber those for ASL acquisition, we 

have confirmation that ASL acquisition is along the same lines as English. The 

vocabulary spurt is not as prominent in ASL; however, research has shown that 

around this age, the use of verbs expands dramatically in relation to the growth  

of nouns. Researchers suggest that, due to the grammatical nature of ASL being 

so verb driven, acquiring verbs in this way is predictable (Morgan, Herman, 

Barriere, Woll, 2008). 

The same processes for getting and maintaining attention of children learning a 

spoken language are at play for children learning ASL. A few differences in adult 

behaviour with their young children have been noted (Spencer, Bodner- 

Johnson,& Gutfreund, 1992). For example, Deaf adults tend to have no problem 

waiting a fairly large amount of time to get their children’s attention. But they 

might also provide a physical tap to get their attention. 

There are a few things to keep in mind while reading the following section of this 

paper. First, children will understand more, and sometimes far more than they 
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will articulate. Second, a single word can mean a variety of things. Third, it can 

be difficult to differentiate a non-linguistic gesture from one that is linguistic. This 

is particularly obvious in gestures such as: pointing, negative nodding, furrowed 

eyebrows and raised eyebrows. Adults seem to understand this instinctively 

when interacting with infants. Working with late first-language learners will 

challenge when and how to use these non-manuals during their first-language 

acquisition process. 

Adults who know about the lives of the infants and toddlers will have a greater 

chance of predicting what they are saying (Snow, 1977). For example, adults 

might ask, “Where’s Fluffy?” Children who have not yet produced their first 

word/sign might look to the pet’s favourite relaxation place. Such children may 

not fully understand the question, but they understand something in the 

construction, even if it is simply that the word Fluffy refers to the family pet. 

Another example where adults who know a child might be better able to 

understand their attempts at communicating before they have enough 

words/signs can be seen in what used to be considered overgeneralization – a 

child might refer to all men with mustaches as da-da/DADDY. Today we 

understand that this may not be a case of overgeneralization at all. It might have 

more to do with the fact that the only word in the child’s repertoire for the 

category of men is da-da (Karmiloff & Karmiloff-Smith, 2001). An examination of 

such ‘overgeneralizations’ has found that children may be very aware that men 

are different one from another, but in the absence of another word to represent 

this other man; the word da-da/ DADDY will suffice. 
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During adult-child interactions in ASL, adults give the child more time to respond 

or start attending. Research suggests that this might be due to the fact that Deaf 

children’s play is more dramatically interrupted if they are to give the adult their 

attention. This is unlike children learning English who can make glances to the 

adult to let them know they are paying attention, but also continue to play without 

maintaining eye-contact with the adult. Deaf children cannot do this and, instead, 

have to give greater attention to the adults. If they are already engaged in some 

sort of play, it will be more difficult for them to attend, given that in order to 

converse they pretty much have to give their full attention to the adult and forego, 

at least for a time, the play they are engaged in. Thus, the adults wait. 

A broad understanding of language must take into account that how adults 

converse and interact with children, how much they do so, and how they use 

vocabulary in different contexts all come together to influence later language 

production. In addition, we cannot rule out the children in the process. They are 

the ones who have to take the input and discover what is most useful to their 

language development. This is regardless of “how” adults communicate with 

them. In different cultures, adults use different communicative strategies with 

children. Some cultures only use child-directed language after the children begin 

to use language; nevertheless, the children in those cultures become just as 

proficient in the language(s) of their environment as children learning English in 

the western world. 

The final point in this section of the paper deals with the link between language 

and cognition. One example of this connection can be found in the development 
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of ASL verbs that are inflected for person. For example, the verb example GIVE 

(p. 17) has an initial and final LOC, both which correspond to the subject and 

indirect object respectively. In the earliest structures from adults, they do not only 

use this type of construction, they tend to use an overt sign for the subject and 

object as well as presenting it in the sign. In this way those grammatical functions 

are repeated – redundant in fact. As the child grows and develops cognitively 

(and linguistically) the overt pronouns are dropped and only the inflected verb 

form remains. 

Although a comprehensive discussion of culture is beyond the scope of this 

paper, because language and culture are so inextricably bound, some mention of 

culture and enculturation is warranted. Try to imagine being enculturated into a 

community through the patterns, routines and practices of everyday life without 

access to the language associated with such actions and behaviours to provide 

context and/or background. What would we have to provide context and/or 

background, etc. besides extremely impoverished data sources? When children 

are growing and learning, they are expected to behave according to particular 

norms and mores of the community in which they live. It is illogical, unrealistic, 

and naïve to expect Deaf children who are not exposed to an accessible 

language during the interactions of the people around them to develop the level 

of cultural awareness, a substantive sense of belonging, or a significant 

connection with their families, their communities, and the world at large. For 

them, linguistic deprivation is coupled with cultural isolation. 
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Based on models of minority affirmation (Kambon, 1998), self-consciousness 

(Richardson, Bethea, Hayling, & William-Taylor, 2010), Deafhood (Ladd, 2003), 

identity texts (Cummins, 2011), and mentoring relationships (Karcher, & Nakkula, 

2010), Small and Cripps (2012) developed a Minority Deaf Identify Development 

Framework. Their model perceives schools that endeavour to create strong and 

healthy individuals through the use of Cultural Space. Cultural Space allows for a 

rich educational environment filled with “heritage, history, arts, spirit” … “identity 

texts” that have the strength to transform individuals … and “mentorship” where 

individuals have “shared goals” and “negotiated interactions” (p. 21). Their 

framework culminates in a perspective of agency that “acknowledges, draws 

upon, and promotes individual competencies, and unique differences that enrich 

our society” (p. 21). 

A Model for the Education of LATE First-language Learners 

Our benchmark for engaging in literacy in a formal way is usually kindergarten or 

5 years old; however, this is not simple matter. Kindergarten and 5 years old 

merely represent when children usually have the language proficiency expected 

to engage in more formal literacy activities. But not all children who acquire 

spoken language enter school with the language skills needed for literacy 

development. In order to ameliorate this situation for preschoolers, Hart (2000 & 

2004) set out to establish goals in a pre-school environment, goals based on the 

belief that getting children to talk more would improve their language proficiency 

and, ultimately, their literacy. An earlier research project by Hart & Risley (1995) 

extrapolated from the data they collected, that children have accessed between 

10 million and 30 million English words before entering school. The language 
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they measured was restricted to child-directed language while language from 

other sources (i.e. adult discussions in the home, the language heard on the 

radio or TV. etc.) that were not directed specifically to them, were excluded from 

the data. 

Hart’s (2000) study developed strategies to prepare at risk pre-schoolers for 

developing literacy at school. At risk pre-schoolers were those who were at the 

lower end of language proficiency expected for children entering school. Clearly 

there are children who acquire spoken language that need strategies to prepare 

them for the rigours of literacy development at school. 

With this in mind, maybe schools must re-consider the wisdom of expecting 

language-deprived students to develop literacy in the same way and within the 

same timeline as children who arrive at school with five-year old language 

mastery. After all, these late first-language learners have not learned language 

during the critical language learning period (and, therefore, will have greater 

difficulty learning their first language) and they have never even heard the 

spoken language on which the written form is based. 

It is not uncommon for teachers of the late first-language learners to lament the 

fact that although they are in 5th grade they only read at a kindergarten or first 

grade level. Research over the past 200 years has been reporting that the 

average reading level of signing high school graduates is 4th grade. Although an 

average 4th grade literacy ceiling seems startling; there may be a perfectly logical 

explanation for it. 
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Figure 117 provides an example of the language age of late first-language 

learners. Keep in mind that all late first-language learners do not come to school 

without knowing any language, but so too, not all late first-language learners get 

access to their first language at kindergarten; some will be older. The fact that 

late first-language learners can achieve a 4th grade English language reading 

level under such impoverished language conditions is quite miraculous and 

certainly needs examination as to how they can beat all the odds and reach this 

level of literacy development in a language they cannot access in its primary form 

(spoken). 

One thing to keep in mind is that if students in the public schools do not have 

access to language in the classroom because the interpreter does not have 

language proficiency and/or there is no rich language environment (an essential 

element for first-language acquisition), we might predict that the language 

learned will likely be less than a 1:1 ratio - one year language development for 

each year of school. Figure 1 uses the one-year of language development by the 

end of 7 years old in order to compensate for the expected impoverished 

language input in a classroom environment. 

Considering a one-year of language progress for every year at school (which 

may be highly unlikely in public schools), by the time these late first-language 

learners are 11 years old, if they have a five-year-old language level, they may 

be ready to begin the literacy process. To deny them a solid first language before 

 

 
 

17 Barbara O’Dea, Ph.D. 2005. Workshop sponsored by the Peikoff Chair in Deafness Studies at the 
University of Alberta Summer Institute. 
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they enter school simply sabotages their chances for developing literacy at a 

level they would have been capable of. 

Figure 1. Language Mastery (O’Dea, 2005) 
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The development of an innovative pedagogy that responds to the needs of late 

first-language learners will require an increase in capacity for professionals 

steeped in knowledge pertaining to first-language acquisition because they will 

have to design a first-language acquisition environment within the confines of an 

educational setting, create strategies to compensate for language deprivation, 

and engage many and varied adult language models. 

12 12 6 
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8 8 2 
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2 2 

1 1 
 



48  

One of the issues in the education of late first-language learners is that there is 

no academic literature to lead us through the process of developing such 

pedagogy. Considering that these students are the vast majority of Deaf 

students, this gap in research is curious to say the least. But the children cannot 

wait for the research; they are in our schools today. We have to put practices in 

place that will provide opportunities for acquiring their first language. We cannot 

expect the statistics to change if we continue to use the same strategies over and 

over again to develop literacy in children who have not yet acquired a first 

language. This is a perfect example of the definition of insanity attributed to 

Einstein – doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different 

results. 

My proposal is to use what we know about language, language acquisition, and 

the link between language and literacy to develop pedagogy for school-aged late 

first-language learners. This model has the following major components: 

1. a language acquisition environment at school 
 

2. a capacity for professionals who can develop pedagogy for late first- 

language acquisition at school 

3. a capacity for professionals who can monitor the progress of the students 

and that of the program 

4. a capacity for involvement from ASL-fluent professionals and members of 

the Deaf community. 

Those developing pedagogy for a late first-language acquisition school 

environment must understand the following: 
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1. first-language acquisition and the consequences of children not having 

access to language in the early years; 

2. be prepared to train professionals to work with late first-language learners; 

3. be equipped to monitor the progress of the students and make 

modifications to the program where and when necessary; 

4. deeply understand the need for literacy development but be cognizant of 

the pitfalls of expecting literacy development before proficiency in one 

language 

5. finally and most importantly, believe late first-language learners are 

capable. 

Most late first-language learners are expected to learn their first language and 

develop reading and writing skills at the same time. Expecting a child to learn to 

read and write English before they have acquired a first language has been a 

colossal failure. It would be reasonable, then, to develop the characteristics of a 

typical first-language learning environment for late first-language learners. This 

would include not expecting them to read and write before they know their first 

language. 

Following a model of early first-language acquisition is not a complex model on 

the surface; but to create a first-language acquisition environment for school- 

aged children within an education environment will take professionals with strong 

academic knowledge about first-language acquisition, an abundance of creativity, 

and strong leadership. 

We know better so it is incumbent upon us to do better. 
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6. A Word about Interpreting 

When inclusion began to be an accepted pedagogy throughout North America, 

there was a strong push to do away with “special” classes and schools and to 

educate all students together. It was assumed that bringing signing students into 

classrooms with students who use spoken language and providing interpreters 

would result in inclusion for signing students. Research shows this to be a flawed 

expectation. Generally speaking, in Canada, there are no higher education 

“educational interpreting programs” and no standards for teachers or interpreters 

working with signing students. In addition, most people hired to provide 

interpreting services in schools are not certified by the Canadian certification 

body, AVLIC, and therefore, are not bound under the AVLIC Code of Ethics 

which prohibits interpreters from taking jobs they are not qualified for. 

A paper published in 2005 entitled, Look Who’s Being Left Behind: Educational 

Interpreters and Access to Education for Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing Students, 

reports on a research project carried out by Brenda Schick, a cognitive scientist 

at the University of Colorado and her colleagues Kevin Williams (Boys Town 

National Research Hospital) and Haggai Kupermintz (University of Haifa). After 

studying over 2000 people working as “educational interpreters” in the United 

States, they came to the startling conclusion that many signing “students receive 

interpreting services that will seriously hinder reasonable access to the 

classroom curriculum and social interaction” (p.  3). It was very difficult for 

Schick, Williams, and Kupermintz to ascertain whether or not standards exist in 

individual states; however, they acquired information that suggested about 25 
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states require school interpreters to do national assessments and eight additional 

states “require some national assessment or state-managed quality assurance 

program” (p. 18). 

Although there are some individual school boards in Canada that expect the 

people they hire to interpret to have completed an Interpreter Training Program, 

there are few (if any) school boards that carry out standardized assessments with 

qualified professionals to assess signed language proficiency, interpretation 

skills, or appropriate knowledge pertaining to language, language acquisition, 

and the curriculum, etc. 

According to Schick, Williams, and Kupermintz (2005), the full story is not solely 

with the qualifications of the interpreters. There are questions concerning how 

much a student can gain from receiving indirect access to information from their 

teacher. That is, they are receiving information second-hand. Is it even 

reasonable to expect children, and often very young children, to have the skills to 

decipher what interpreters are doing well and what they are having difficulty with? 

In addition, “the results [of the Schick, Williams, and Kupermintz study] show that 

approximately 60% of the interpreters evaluated had inadequate skills to provide 

full access” (p. 3). 

There is nothing to indicate that the Canadian situation for signing students is 

any better than the one in the United States. 
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7. Conclusion 

Considering what we have discussed in this paper, let’s re-visit Table 1 

(reproduced here for your convenience). 

Table 1. Inclusion model for students who use spoken language and those who use signed 
language (O’Dea, 2005) 

Inclusion for Spoken Language Students Is this Inclusion for Signed Language Students? 

Generally, students share a language a 
language with their teachers. 

Generally, students do not share a 
language with their teachers. 

Generally, students have access to many 
and varied language models using 
language in culturally appropriate ways. 

Generally, students have few, if any, 
language models and access to culturally 
appropriate language use. 

Students generally share a language with 
their school peers. 

Students generally do not share a 
language with their school peers. 

Generally, students can assume their 
teachers have been schooled in best 
practices for their academic needs and 
abilities. 

Generally, students can assume their 
teachers have not been schooled in best 
practices for their academic needs and 
abilities. 

Generally, students can assume the 
curriculum has been designed for them - 
to meet their academic needs and abilities. 

Generally, students can assume the 
curriculum has not been designed for 
them - to meet their academic needs and 
abilities. 

Generally, students can assume that 
assessments of their linguistic, social, 
psychological and cognitive development 
as well as their overall academic potential 
and achievement are administered by 
qualified professionals. 

Generally, students cannot assume that 
assessments of their linguistic, social, 
psychological and cognitive development as 
well as their overall academic potential and 
achievement are administered by qualified 
professionals who know their language and 
understand their culture. 

Generally, inclusion provides a sense of 
belonging. 

Attempts at inclusion often result in 
exclusion and isolation. 

 

Table 1 illustrates the critical need for the creation of an equity education plan, 

one that affords signing students the education taken for granted by students 

who can access spoken language. 
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With the basic understanding that the education “issue” for signing students is 

access to the language in their education environment, we can re-visit Table 2. 

Table 2: Equity Education for All Students (O’Dea, 2005) 

Equity Education for Students who use Spoken and Signed Languages 

Generally, students and their teachers share a language and use it in culturally 
appropriate ways. 

Generally, students share the same language as their school peers. 

Generally, students can assume their teachers are schooled in best practices to respond 
to their academic needs and abilities. 

Generally, students can assume the curriculum has been designed to meet their 
academic needs and abilities. 

Generally, students can assume that assessments of their linguistic, social, 
psychological and cognitive development as well as their overall academic potential and 
achievement are administered by qualified professionals. 

Generally, inclusion provides a sense of belonging. 

 

Table 2 presents a model of education for signing students in an inclusive 

barrier-free education environment. It is not asking for anything “special” or 

“exceptional” for signing students, but only what is provided without question, to 

students who use a spoken language. Like schools where students experience 

inclusion because they have access to the curriculum, their teachers, and their 

peers through a language they know and share, Table 2 proposes that direct 

instruction from teachers with signed language proficiency will provide signing 

students with the same type of school environment – one that provides access to 

the curriculum, their teachers, and their peers through a signed language they 

know and share. 
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The title of this paper is Language Access for Signing Students: A Conundrum 

for Inclusion. The conundrum is that, the mere placement of signing students in 

classrooms with students who use spoken language cannot be seriously 

considered inclusion, nor can it be considered being educated. In order to 

provide equitable education for signing students, educators need to re- 

conceptualize signing students and the essential components of their education 

as: 

 language access is the major education issue for signing students 
 

 signed languages are equal to spoken languages 
 

 signing students have a right to learn from signing teachers 
 

 late first-language learners need a curriculum that will compensate for the 

potential life-long negative effects of language deprivation 

 there is a critical need to increase capacity for professionals with 

qualifications to teach signing students. Such qualifications should be of 

the standard expected of professionals who teach students who use 

spoken language. 

With the will to conceptualize signing students as capable and equal to other 

students and the will to educate professionals to teach them, signing students in 

Canada could begin to expect an education equitable to that of students who use 

spoken language. 

We know better so it is incumbent upon us to do better. 
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