
forms of sign language
forms of sign language constitute a vital means of communication for millions of deaf
and hard-of-hearing individuals worldwide. These visual-manual languages rely on hand
gestures, facial expressions, and body movements to convey meaning, offering a rich,
expressive alternative to spoken languages. Understanding the various forms of sign
language is crucial for fostering inclusivity and enhancing communication across diverse
communities. This article explores the different types of sign languages used globally, their
unique characteristics, and their cultural significance. It also delves into the history and
development of sign languages, emphasizing their linguistic complexity and social
importance. Readers will gain insights into both regional and international sign systems, as
well as specialized forms such as Signed Exact English and tactile sign languages. The
following sections provide a comprehensive overview of the most prominent forms of sign
language, illustrating the diversity and adaptability of this essential mode of
communication.
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Historical Development of Sign Languages

Sign Language in Education and Society

Major Global Sign Languages
Several sign languages have gained prominence due to widespread use and cultural
influence. These major global sign languages serve as the primary means of
communication within their respective deaf communities and often have standardized
grammar, vocabulary, and syntax. Understanding these languages provides a foundation
for recognizing the diversity within forms of sign language worldwide.

American Sign Language (ASL)
American Sign Language is one of the most widely recognized forms of sign language,
predominantly used in the United States and parts of Canada. ASL has its own unique
grammar and syntax, distinct from English. It incorporates hand shapes, movements, facial
expressions, and body postures to convey meaning. ASL is a natural language with a rich
history, developed through a combination of French Sign Language and indigenous sign
systems.



British Sign Language (BSL)
British Sign Language is used mainly in the United Kingdom and differs significantly from
ASL. BSL has its own vocabulary, grammar, and sentence structure. It is recognized as a
fully-fledged language and has contributed greatly to the development of sign language
rights and education in the UK. BSL incorporates a two-handed manual alphabet, which
contrasts with the one-handed alphabet used in ASL.

International Sign (IS)
International Sign is a pidgin-like form of sign language used primarily at international deaf
events such as conferences and sports competitions. Unlike fully developed sign languages,
IS is a simplified and standardized system designed to facilitate communication among
signers from different linguistic backgrounds. It draws from common and iconic signs found
across various sign languages but lacks the complexity of natural sign languages.

Regional Variations of Sign Language
Beyond the major sign languages, numerous regional variants exist, reflecting local
cultures, dialects, and histories. These regional forms of sign language demonstrate the
adaptability and linguistic richness of signed communication and highlight the importance
of cultural context in language use.

Australian Sign Language (Auslan)
Auslan is the dominant sign language used in Australia and shares some historical roots
with British Sign Language. It features unique signs and expressions influenced by the
Australian deaf community’s culture and environment. Auslan has regional dialects and
variations across different parts of Australia.

Japanese Sign Language (JSL)
Japanese Sign Language is the natural language of the Japanese deaf community. It has a
distinct grammar and lexicon, different from spoken Japanese. JSL incorporates facial
expressions and subtle body movements, which play a crucial role in conveying
grammatical information and emotional nuances.

Brazilian Sign Language (Libras)
Brazilian Sign Language, or Libras, is the official sign language of Brazil. It is recognized by
the Brazilian government and widely used in education and media. Libras has its own
syntax and lexicon and reflects the cultural diversity of Brazil’s deaf population.



Specialized Forms of Sign Language
In addition to natural sign languages, there are specialized forms developed to meet
particular communication needs. These variations often aim to bridge the gap between sign
language and spoken language or address the needs of individuals with additional
disabilities.

Signed Exact English (SEE)
Signed Exact English is a manually coded form of English designed to represent English
vocabulary and grammar exactly. Unlike natural sign languages, SEE follows English word
order and includes signs for prefixes, suffixes, and articles. It is often used in educational
settings to support English literacy among deaf and hard-of-hearing students.

Tactile Sign Language
Tactile sign language is used primarily by individuals who are both deaf and blind.
Communication occurs through touch, with the receiver feeling the signer's hand
movements and positions. This form of sign language adapts visual signs into tactile
experiences, allowing for effective communication despite sensory impairments.

Pidgin Signed English (PSE)
Pidgin Signed English, also known as contact signing, blends elements of natural sign
languages like ASL with English word order. It is often used in interactions between deaf
and hearing individuals who do not share a common sign language. PSE is less formal and
structured than natural sign languages but facilitates mutual understanding.

Historical Development of Sign Languages
The evolution of forms of sign language reflects complex social, cultural, and educational
influences over centuries. The historical development of sign languages highlights their
legitimacy as natural languages and their role in shaping deaf identity and community.

Early Sign Language Origins
Sign languages have existed in various forms for centuries, with documented use dating
back to ancient civilizations. Early sign systems were often informal and localized, serving
practical communication needs for deaf individuals. Monastic sign languages and early
educators contributed to the preservation and formalization of signing.



Influence of Deaf Education
The establishment of schools for the deaf in the 18th and 19th centuries played a
significant role in the standardization and dissemination of sign languages. Institutions like
the American School for the Deaf in Hartford, Connecticut, helped develop ASL by bringing
together students from diverse backgrounds. Educational philosophies, such as manualism
versus oralism, have influenced the prominence of sign language in deaf communities.

Recognition and Standardization
Throughout the 20th and 21st centuries, advocacy efforts have led to official recognition of
many national sign languages. Standardization efforts have improved educational
resources, interpreter training, and accessibility. These advances affirm the linguistic status
of sign languages and promote their use in public life.

Sign Language in Education and Society
Forms of sign language play a critical role in education, social integration, and cultural
identity for deaf individuals. Their use in various societal domains underscores the
importance of accessibility, inclusion, and respect for linguistic diversity.

Sign Language Education
Education systems worldwide increasingly incorporate sign language instruction to support
deaf students’ academic success and social development. Bilingual-bicultural education
models promote proficiency in both sign language and the dominant spoken/written
language, fostering greater communication skills and cultural awareness.

Sign Language Interpretation
Professional sign language interpreters facilitate communication between deaf and hearing
individuals across medical, legal, educational, and social settings. Their expertise ensures
effective message transmission and equal access to information and services.

Cultural Significance
Sign languages are integral to deaf culture, embodying shared history, values, and
community identity. They enable participation in cultural events, storytelling, and artistic
expression. Recognition of sign language as a cultural asset promotes greater societal
inclusion and respect.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What are the most commonly used forms of sign
language worldwide?
The most commonly used forms of sign language worldwide include American Sign
Language (ASL), British Sign Language (BSL), and International Sign (IS). Each has its own
unique grammar and vocabulary.

How does American Sign Language (ASL) differ from
British Sign Language (BSL)?
American Sign Language (ASL) and British Sign Language (BSL) are distinct languages with
different signs, grammar, and syntax. Despite both being used in English-speaking
countries, they are not mutually intelligible.

What is International Sign and where is it used?
International Sign (IS) is a pidgin-like sign language used in international meetings, events,
and by the deaf community across different countries to facilitate communication between
users of various national sign languages.

Are there regional variations within a single form of
sign language?
Yes, many sign languages have regional dialects or variations. For example, ASL has
different signs and expressions that vary by region within the United States and Canada.



Can spoken languages influence the forms of sign
language used in a region?
Yes, spoken languages often influence the development of regional sign languages,
especially in terms of fingerspelling alphabets and loan signs, but sign languages have their
own unique grammar and structure independent of spoken languages.

What are some lesser-known forms of sign language
around the world?
Some lesser-known forms of sign language include Kata Kolok in Bali, Adamorobe Sign
Language in Ghana, and Ban Khor Sign Language in Thailand. These are often village sign
languages developed within smaller communities.

Additional Resources
1. American Sign Language: A Comprehensive Grammar
This book offers an in-depth exploration of American Sign Language (ASL) grammar,
providing clear explanations of syntax, morphology, and sentence structure. It is designed
for both beginners and advanced learners looking to deepen their understanding of ASL.
The text includes numerous examples and exercises to practice and reinforce learning.

2. British Sign Language: The Basics
A practical introduction to British Sign Language (BSL), this book covers fundamental
vocabulary, common phrases, and essential grammar rules. It is ideal for newcomers to BSL
or those interested in communicating with the Deaf community in the UK. The book also
includes cultural notes to enhance understanding of Deaf culture.

3. International Sign Language: Bridging Deaf Cultures
This book explores International Sign, a pidgin sign language used in international Deaf
gatherings and events. It discusses the origins, structure, and uses of International Sign as
a means to facilitate communication across different national sign languages. Readers gain
insight into its role in promoting global Deaf communication.

4. Sign Language Linguistics: An Introduction
Providing a scholarly yet accessible overview, this book introduces the linguistic study of
sign languages worldwide. Topics include phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics
within various sign languages. It is an essential resource for students, linguists, and anyone
interested in the scientific study of sign languages.

5. Mexican Sign Language: Grammar and Usage
Focused on Mexican Sign Language (LSM), this book details its unique grammatical
structures and common usage patterns. It includes dialogues and real-life examples to help
learners grasp conversational LSM. The book also touches on the cultural context of Deaf
communities in Mexico.

6. Australian Sign Language (Auslan): A User’s Guide
This guidebook introduces Auslan, the sign language used in Australia, with an emphasis on



everyday communication. It provides vocabulary lists, grammar explanations, and cultural
insights. The book is well-suited for learners, interpreters, and educators working with the
Australian Deaf community.

7. Signed Languages of the World: A Comparative Handbook
This comprehensive handbook compares various signed languages from around the globe,
highlighting their similarities and differences. It includes descriptions of linguistic features,
historical development, and sociocultural aspects. The book serves as a valuable reference
for linguists and sign language enthusiasts.

8. Deaf Culture and Sign Language in Japan
Examining Japanese Sign Language (JSL) within its cultural framework, this book explores
the Deaf community and their language in Japan. It discusses language acquisition,
education, and social issues affecting Deaf individuals. Readers gain a holistic view of how
sign language functions in Japanese society.

9. Learning Sign Language: Techniques and Practice
Designed for learners at all levels, this book offers practical techniques for acquiring
proficiency in various sign languages. It includes step-by-step tutorials, practice exercises,
and tips for effective communication. The book encourages immersive learning and
provides resources for continued study.
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1988 book was the first full-length study ever to be published on the subject of sign language as a
means of communication among Australian Aborigines. Based on fieldwork conducted over a span of
nine years, the volume presents a thorough analysis of the structure of sign languages and their
relationship to spoken languages.
  forms of sign language: Sign Language Phonology Diane Brentari, 2019-11-21 Surveys key
findings and ideas in sign language phonology, exploring the crucial areas in phonology to which
sign language studies has contributed.
  forms of sign language: A Phonological Grammar of Kenyan Sign Language Hope E. Morgan,
2022-07-05 This grammar of Kenyan Sign Language (KSL) phonology adds to a sparse literature on
the units of categorical form in the world’s sign languages. At the same time, it brings descriptive
and theoretical research on sign language phonology into better alignment by systematically
evaluating current models of sign language phonology for each of the main parameters – handshape,
location, and movement – against the KSL data. This grammar also makes a methodological
contribution by using a unique dataset of KSL minimal pairs in the analysis, demonstrating that
minimal pairs are not as infrequent in sign languages as previously thought. The main content of the
book is found in five chapters on handshape, location, core articulatory movement, manner of
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