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INTRODUCTION

American Sign Language Demystified is just one in a series of products that offers comprehensive instruction to an independent learner or classroom student. You chose this book and DVD package because you are thinking about studying American Sign Language (ASL) and need a clear, uncomplicated approach.

Perhaps you’ve already learned another language besides the one you grew up with, but ASL is different from any language you may know. The visual aspect—delivered through hand(s), facial expression, body movement, and spatial dimension—makes it unique. Welcome to the rich experience of ASL! Here you will learn its history, key vocabulary and grammar, etiquette, and lots more.

How to Use This Book and DVD

The book has fifteen chapters total, each with a summary of concepts learned and a quiz to test your retention. You can read the chapters sequentially and do all the oral and written practices to reinforce the material presented, or depending on your experience and skill level, you can jump from part to part as needed.

The answers for the chapter quizzes can be found in the answer key.

Each chapter is organized by topics, making it easy to digest information in small capsules. Spend one week with each chapter, taking one to two hours each day to absorb and practice the material. Try not to rush—go at a steady pace. And don’t get discouraged. Learning a new language is difficult and takes time and concentration, but I hope that the organization of this book and DVD will make the effort less demanding.

Because ASL is a visual language, the DVD is more than an adjunct to the book—it is an essential part of the learning process. The “screen grabs” in the book are not meant to fully illustrate a sign sequence or phrase; rather, they are meant to function as visual references to what’s shown on the DVD. The DVD contains all the signs and phrases in the book as well as additional vocabulary, and you will study the DVD in order to replicate the signs. In addition, the DVD contains added vocabulary chapters not found in the book. Chapter 16 on the DVD covers travel vocabulary, Chapter 17 includes vocabulary related to food, Chapter 18 covers shopping, Chapter 19 covers technology of all kinds (computer, deaf-related, media, and more), and Chapter 20 includes a wide range of additional terms that the begnning ASL student will want to master.

A word in one language may not have a corresponding word in another, and this is true of ASL and English. In this book, ASL signs are represented by English words written in all capital letters. The translations, or glosses, appear either in the text or in a caption. Information on how to understand the glosses is given in Chapter 1 as well as in the Appendix.


CHAPTER 1
About American Sign Language

American Sign Language (ASL) uses all the abilities required by any other language. People who use it are able to express any idea, feeling, thought, or experience they may have. There is no limit to what can be discussed, debated, described, or conveyed. What distinguishes ASL—and what is likely its most fascinating feature—is how the language is transmitted and received. Spoken languages (such as French, Spanish, or English) produce words through the actions of the vocal tract, which create sounds that are perceived through audition. ASL, however, produces signs by the actions of the face, hands, and the rest of the body, which are perceived visually. This difference in modality impacts the form of the language but not the function.

As you progress through this book, you will begin to understand how ASL capitalizes on its visual aspects to express meaning. To give you a preview, think about how you have two hands but only one tongue. You can utter only one word at a time because you have one tongue with which to articulate the sounds necessary to utter a word. ASL signers can, and often do, produce two different signs simultaneously, one with each hand.

Deaf and hard-of-hearing people in the United States and parts of Canada use ASL as their primary language for face-to-face communication. It developed independently of English and is not a representation of spoken English. It is impossible to produce grammatically correct ASL and speak grammatically correct English at the same time. This would be similar to attempting to speak English and simultaneously write the same words in Spanish. While there are some similarities between the languages—for example, both English and ASL share the same basic word order (subject-verb-object)—there are more differences. These differences include ASL’s use of facial expressions to express grammatical information, use of depicting and indicating verbs, use of space, and so on. All languages can express the same concepts, but they do so with different forms and grammatical structures. Suppose someone was gazing at the Colorado River rushing through the Grand Canyon. An English speaker might describe it as “a large river.” A Spanish speaker, however, would say, “un río grande.” Both languages are describing the idea that it is a large body of water, but placement of the adjective before or after the noun varies. You will have a much easier time learning ASL (or any foreign language, for that matter) once you start learning how it expresses the same concept from your language rather than the same grammatical structure.

The History of ASL

Sign languages exist because not all humans can hear. The fact that a spoken language is not accessible to deaf people makes it virtually impossible to learn and use. Deaf people adapted their language to circumvent the need to use their voices and ears and replaced the auditory mode with the visual one. The use of a visual language is not unique to Deaf people. In America, the Great Plains Indians developed a system of signing that was used for intertribal communication. While these communications were codes rather than language, the use of a visual language rather than a spoken one remains significant.

What is now called “American Sign Language” can be traced back to 1817 to the founding of the nation’s first school for deaf people in Hartford, Connecticut. The opening of this school brought together a number of factors that contributed to the development of ASL. The first was the desire to educate Deaf children in the United States. A man by the name of Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet met a young Deaf girl, Alice Cogswell, and after observing and interacting with her, he believed she could and should receive an education. Alice’s father, Dr. Mason Fitch Cogswell, was equally committed to this idea and worked with other prominent citizens to raise funds to send the eager Gallaudet to Europe to study methods of teaching the deaf.

Gallaudet initially went to a school for the deaf in London that was operated by the Braidwood family, who denied training to prospective teachers unless they agreed to pay the family for each deaf child who would be educated using their methods. Gallaudet refused this requirement or to accept the tenets of the Braid-wood system. After thirteen months in London, he believed he would be unable to learn how to teach deaf children and would have to return to the United States.

As it happened, the director of the French Institute for the Deaf in Paris, Abbé Sicard, was in London at the same time as Gallaudet. Sicard and his two deaf assistants, Jean Massieu and Laurent Clerc, gave lectures and demonstrated the methods they used to teach deaf children in France. After attending a lecture, Gallaudet met with Sicard and his assistants and accepted their invitation to enter the teacher preparation program at the French school.

Laurent Clerc guided Gallaudet’s training, but their time together was abbreviated because of Gallaudet’s limited funds. He was forced to return to the United States before mastering all the techniques and manual communication skills he was studying. He convinced Sicard to allow Clerc to come to America and help him establish a school that would employ the methods used by the French. Sicard and Clerc both agreed, and on the fifty-five-day ocean voyage, Gallaudet continued to learn sign language from Clerc, while Clerc learned English from him.

Gallaudet and Clerc opened the American School for the Deaf on April 15, 1817. They relied on a visual communication method to instruct the children who attended. The desire to teach deaf children led to the second significant factor in the development of what would later be ASL: a community of users. Prior to this, deaf children had been isolated from one another throughout the United States. The Congregational Church of New England estimated that there were eighty deaf children in New England and approximately eight hundred in the entire country. These children had little, if any, contact with other deaf people.

There were exceptions. In Henniker, New Hampshire, there was a community that used signing to communicate. Another was found on the isolated island of Martha’s Vineyard off the coast of Massachusetts. Early Vineyard settlers carried a gene for deafness, and over the years, marriage within this limited population resulted in each subsequent generation having a greater number of deaf people. By the mid-nineteenth century, one out of four babies born in the village of Chilmark was deaf. It is believed that the first deaf person to arrive on Martha’s Vineyard, Jonathan Lambert, used a sign language that was probably related to one of the Kentish dialects of British Sign Language. As the deaf population grew, the use of sign language also grew and became known as Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language (MVSL). MVSL was unique because both hearing and deaf people used it. Due to the large proportion of deaf people in the population, government business was routinely conducted using MVSL to ensure that everyone was able to participate.

Ironically, it was the establishment of the American School for the Deaf that contributed to the decline of the deaf population on Martha’s Vineyard and the eventual demise of MVSL. Once the school opened, children from the Vineyard began to attend. They did not return to the island after graduation, opting to remain on the mainland because of better economic opportunities. The last deaf Vineyard native passed away in the 1950s.

As stated before, the school brought together many different forms of signing for the first time. The Vineyard students had a native sign language. Clerc brought his knowledge and use of French Sign Language to the school. It is also likely that other students, especially those with deaf siblings, had created their own “home-signing” systems to communicate. The interaction of all these people and languages resulted in the early version of ASL.

A third significant factor in the history of ASL grew out of the first two: educated deaf people who shared a native sign language. The graduates of the American School for the Deaf migrated to other areas of the country and established new schools: New York School for the Deaf (1818) and Pennsylvania School for the Deaf (1820). These institutions enabled more deaf children to be educated and exposed them to sign language, which could then continue to flourish. The fact that deaf people were being educated meant that they could be gainfully employed and participate in American society. Further evidence of this highly educated community was the establishment of Gallaudet College (now Gallaudet University) in Washington, D.C., in 1864. Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet’s son, Edward Miner Gallaudet—with the help of Amos Kendall—opened the first and only liberal arts college for deaf people in the world.

An event in 1880 not only made one of the biggest impacts on the education of deaf people, but it almost eliminated the use of ASL. This event was an international conference of deaf educators held in Milan. A resolution was passed that banned the use of sign languages to teach deaf children, declaring that oral education (use of speech) was better than manual (sign) education. Thomas Gallaudet, Edward Miner Gallaudet, Issac Peet, James Denison, and Charles Stoddard represented the United States at the conference. They were strongly opposed to the resolution, but their efforts failed to prevent its passage. The repercussions from the Milan conference were immediate and severe. Deaf teachers across the United States lost their jobs. This removed native sign language models from schools, stifling the transmission of the language. The focus of deaf education shifted from teaching students reading, writing, history, and math to teaching them how to speak and lip-read. The basis of the shift was the belief that these skills were more important to a deaf person’s success in society than basic literacy skills. ASL, which for more than sixty years had been used and accepted, was suddenly viewed negatively as something to which deaf people should not be exposed.

The education of deaf children from 1880 to the 1960s was dominated by the oral approach, and many involved in educating deaf children worked to eliminate the use of sign language. Despite this, the latter prevailed. The first, and arguably biggest, reason it survived was because there were still deaf people in the United States who knew that a visual language was their most efficient means of face-to-face communication. Second, deaf people continued to marry each other and expose succeeding generations of children to ASL. These children would attend schools for the deaf and teach other students the language when teachers were not around. Third, Edward Miner Gallaudet decided that sign language would continue to be the language of instruction at Gallaudet College. Finally, the highly educated members of the U.S. deaf population in 1880 came together to work actively to preserve their language by creating the National Association for the Deaf (NAD). This was the first nationwide citizens’ association in the country dedicated to maintaining ASL and preserving the rights of deaf people. Despite all efforts to the contrary, deaf people continued to use and teach ASL to subsequent generations.

The fact that Gallaudet College continued to use sign language proved to be vital in ASL’s eventual revitalization. In 1955, William C. Stokoe was hired to teach English at Gallaudet. He arrived at the college not knowing any sign language. After a short while of observing students signing, he began to suggest to his colleagues that signing was a distinct linguistic system. This idea was dismissed, and he was told time and again that signing simply mimicked speech. Stokoe was undeterred and set out to prove that signing was, in fact, a language independent of English.

Over the next five years, Stokoe and two additional researchers—Dorothy Cast-erline and Carl Croneberg—worked systematically to analyze signs. Stokoe published Sign Language Structure: An Outline of the Visual Communication Systems of the American Deaf in 1960. In this monograph he laid out the basis for his assertion that signing was a distinct language. He, Casterline, and Croneberg continued to work together and, in 1965, cowrote A Dictionary of American Sign Language on Linguistic Principles. As an example of the analysis, we can look at the analysis of the phonology of a sign. He demonstrated how each individual sign is created from a combination of three features—a handshape, a location, and a movement—and that these combinations of parts parallel how words in spoken languages can be broken down into component parts.

The impact of Stokoe’s research was immediate and dramatic. He not only revolutionized how educators viewed sign language, now referred to as ASL, but he altered how linguists viewed language in general. Until his work was published, language was synonymous with speech. Stokoe convincingly proved that this was not accurate and that the form of a language is variable; it can be spoken or signed. The capacity to transmit meaningful utterances is independent of modality. Sign languages have developed to take advantage of the resources available to the body and eyes. Additionally, Stokoe’s work changed the way deaf people viewed their own language. He justified what they had known intuitively for more than one hundred years—that they had a full-fledged language distinct from English.

From 1965 to the present, the field of sign language linguistics has exploded. There have been advances to most aspects of the theories Stokoe presented. This book reflects the most recent theories of the linguistic structure of ASL. What you will likely realize is how complex a language it is. People often say, “Learning ASL must be easy because you just need to learn some signs for English words, and the signs are so simple!” This is a misconception I hope to put to rest once and for all, but in a way that doesn’t deter you from pursuing your desire to learn this language.

Writing ASL

American English is the dialect of English spoken in the United States. It is distinct from the British English that is spoken in the United Kingdom. Since the two dialects are related, U.S. travelers do not encounter much difficulty conversing with speakers of British English. However, there are differences that often cause speakers of the two dialects to pause. For instance, an American may be able to figure out that fizzy drink refers to a soft drink, but a word like bonnet could cause confusion (the American thinks it means something worn on the head when the British speaker refers to the hood of a car). In addition to lexical differences, there are also phonological differences, such as how vowels are pronounced. The two dialects do, however, share a system to record the spoken language: the writing system.

A written language is the representation of a spoken language. Different systems are used to represent spoken languages: consonant alphabets (Arabic), phonemic alphabets (Greek), syllabic alphabets (Burmese), syllabaries (Japanese), logographic (Chinese). The differences in the systems are rooted in what they attempt to represent. Each symbol in a phonemic alphabets represent one or more phonemes (sounds). Logographic systems use symbols that represent a word, morpheme, or semantic unit, with the shape of the symbol often resembling the thing it represents. All written systems are invented and must be learned. The written system I am using to write these words is an example of how English speakers have agreed to represent their spoken language. Ask any elementary school children and they will tell you how frustrating the system can be. We agreed, for example, to represent the three sounds / h /, / æ /, and / v / as have with four written symbols h, a, v, and e. And how about a word like psychology?

The point is that written systems are artificial systems for documenting the spoken form of languages, and the two are distinct from one another. It is common for a person to be able to speak a language without knowing how to write or read it. Often one written system is used to represent two different spoken systems (Mandarin Chinese and Cantonese Chinese, for instance). There are, in fact, far fewer writing systems representing languages than there are spoken languages in the world. Although there are approximately sixty-eight hundred known spoken languages, there are only about two hundred written systems. It is far more common for languages not to have a written system.

ASL is among the many languages that does not have a written form. Stokoe introduced a system for writing signs, and people—primarily linguists—often use the Stokoe Notation System as a way of representing signs. You will learn more about this system in Chapter 3. In recent years, attempts have been made to develop a writing system for sign languages that could be used by anyone. The most widely used is SignWriting developed by Valerie Sutton in 1974 (see signwriting.org for examples).

Despite these attempts, one system has not been accepted for use in the Deaf community. The reason for this is likely because written systems are not effective in capturing the linguistic features unique to a visual language—facial expressions, use of space, and multiple articulators, to name a few. Although written systems are useful in preserving a language, they are only effective if they can do so efficiently and accurately. To date, no such system exists for ASL. It is important to point out that many ASL users read and write English. Deaf communities throughout history have acknowledged the importance of learning the written language of the majority in their country.

How then do people preserve sign language? One way, which is common to many languages that do not have a written system, is the existence of a strong storytelling tradition. The Deaf community in America highly values skilled storytellers who pass along narratives, jokes, and poems from one generation to the next.

Also, advancing technology allowed for ASL to be filmed starting in the early 1900s. Thirty-three years after the NAD was established and began to move toward preserving ASL against eradication, Deaf people began to use film to record people signing. The oldest of these films, recorded by the NAD, are from 1913. In the most famous, titled Preservation of the Sign Language, then-president of the NAD, George W. Veditz, passionately argues about the importance of preserving the sign language.

GLOSSING CONVENTIONS

Over time, people have relied on the use of glosses—English words used to represent signs. A gloss is written in all capital letters to distinguish it from the written English word. For example, the sign below would be glossed as WITH.

[image: image]

Glossing ASL is often difficult because there is no single English word that is equivalent to an ASL sign, as shown here:

[image: image]

This sign means “to become immersed in,” as when someone becomes fascinated by a new hobby and spends a large amount of time mastering it. English does not have a single word for this. Any translator or interpreter will tell you this is common when working between two languages. You will often encounter a word or phrase that does not have an equivalent in the other language. When this occurs with ASL, two or more English words are used with hyphens between them to represent the sign.

Some signs are actually made up of two individual signs that have become a compound. An example is a sign glossed as TRUEˆBUSINESS, which is illustrated here:

[image: image]

This is used when a signer wants to emphasize what actually happened in a given situation.

Glosses are useful in that they provide a means of documenting ASL using text. They therefore provide a means of writing down what a person sees. However, there are some disadvantages as well. One is that glosses do not capture everything necessary to understand the meaning of an ASL sign. Facial expressions, eyes, where a sign is directed in space, and body position are not captured in a gloss. Second, because English may not have an equivalent term, you are left using something that is “close” but not transparent enough for many people to figure out the sign. Finally, glosses are used to label lexical signs; however, the meaning is sometimes conveyed through the use of a gesture or facial expression. This information is omitted if you are only recording what your hands produce. Take, for example, the expressions produced here:

[image: image]

The signer in both examples effectively conveys information to her interlocutor. In the first photo, she demonstrates her surprise, and in the second, she demonstrates the fact that she doesn’t know something. Neither example uses an ASL sign to transmit the information. If we only wrote down a gloss for what was produced by the hands, this information would be omitted.

In this book I will be using glosses to talk about different ASL signs. I want to review some of the conventions I will use so you are better able to “read” the glosses.

To identify signs:

1. A single capitalized English word is used to identify a single ASL sign:

[image: image]

2. Capitalized English words separated by hyphens represent a single ASL sign:

[image: image]

3. Two capitalized English words connected by aˆsymbol indicate that two ASL signs have been combined into a single sign:

[image: image]

4. Capitalized letters separated by hyphens represent a sequence of alphabetic character signs used to spell a word:

[image: image]

5. A capitalized English word that begins with a # symbol represents a lexical ASL sign that originally began as a sequence of alphabetic character signs:

[image: image]

6. PRO-1 is used to represent a first person singular pronoun. ASL does not have separate signs meaning “me” and “I” as English does:

[image: image]

7. Two capitalized English words within brackets represent two bound ASL morphemes:

[image: image]

8. A capitalized English word with a grammatical process in brackets next to it, which represents a difference in how the sign is articulated, adding meaning to the sign:

[image: image]

9. When a sequence of glosses is accompanied by a nonmanual signal that provides specific grammatical information, a line is written over the glosses, which are followed by a symbol indicating the nonmanual sign that was expressed:

[image: image]

10. When a gesture is used, its meaning within the specific context is placed in quotation marks:

[image: image]

11. If a signer uses both hands at the same time to produce two different signs, the glosses are written on top of each other, the top line referring to the strong hand and the bottom line to the weak hand:

[image: image]

Many signs in ASL can be directed in space. This means you can move them in different directions when you sign. How you move them provides additional information about the subject and object. I will introduce additional notation conventions used to write down these signs later. I will also provide translations of signs or sequences of signs in English with quotation marks around them to set them off from the text.

Sign Languages Around the World

One of the most common misconceptions people who are not familiar with ASL have is the belief that it is the universal language of deaf people all over the world. Stokoe named the communication system he studied “American” Sign Language because he realized that each country would have its own sign language, independent of the majority of its spoken language(s) and different from sign languages in other countries. This is, indeed, the case.

Some spoken languages are similar to others (English, for instance, is derived from German and therefore still retains influences from its Germanic ancestry). Of course, it has changed significantly over time, and someone who is a native English speaker will not be able to converse with a native German speaker without first studying German. Sign languages follow the same pattern. ASL, for example, has a connection to French Sign Language (langue des signes française, or LSF) and the languages share some features. ASL has some cognates—signs that are identical or very similar to LSF. The languages have diverged significantly, however, since the time of Gallaudet and Clerc, and an ASL signer would need to study LSF prior to having a meaningful conversation.

Deaf people may have an advantage over people who use spoken languages when it comes to interacting with deaf people from other countries. Deaf people in the United States interact frequently with speakers of English. Because of this, they have developed strategies for communicating with people who don’t know ASL. They may gesture, use exaggerated facial expressions, or write short notes. When traveling abroad, they can employ many of these communication techniques with deaf people who use different sign languages. It may be possible for an LSF user and an ASL user to convey simple information to, or get it from, one another through basic communication strategies, but to have a discussion about complex concepts or issues through gestures alone would be impossible.

Other Sign Communication Systems

This book introduces you to ASL, a language that developed naturally from a community of deaf people. As previously stated, this language is distinct from English and has many linguistic features that English does not have. A number of artificial communication systems have been created—primarily for use in educational settings—that use signs to manually code spoken English. These systems include Signing Exact English 1, Signing Exact English 2, Linguistics of Visual English, and cued speech. The goal of these systems is to use signs to visually represent English. Each system has its own particular set of rules for accomplishing this, but the basic idea is to manually produce everything that would be said in English. This means including signs for prefixes, suffixes, and verb markers; distinguishing between verb forms (have versus has); and following the syntactic structure of English. As a result, it takes many more manual signs to produce the same sentence using these systems than using ASL. It is imperative to point out that these are artificial communication systems and are not to be substituted for signed languages.

Another sign communication system that is sometimes used is when people speak English while they are signing. This is called simultaneous communication, or Sim-Com. This system arose from the idea that it would allow deaf people to see spoken English via the lips and manual signs. In addition, some hard-of-hearing people would be able to hear some of the words. However, the effectiveness of SimCom is marginal. The difficulty lies in the fact that it is impossible to speak grammatically correct English and sign grammatically correct ASL at the same time. It would be similar to someone trying to speak grammatically correct English while writing the same sentences in grammatically correct Spanish.

In practice, what happens is the spoken English portion is uttered accurately, although sometimes with a slightly awkward cadence. The sign portion, however, is often compromised, with entire stretches of signs being omitted. For people who can hear, it seems to be effective because they can simply listen to the spoken English, but deaf people often struggle to comprehend the manual portion, which often lacks enough components. Users of Sim-Com do not produce a sign for every word that is spoken. The absence of equivalent manual components makes comprehension impossible.

Many deaf people have been exposed to one or more of these manually coded English systems and are able to use them in addition to ASL when necessary. However, the majority of deaf people feel most comfortable using ASL. You may notice as you learn ASL that deaf people will actually switch to one of the manually coded English systems when interacting with you. This is because they think it is easier for the non-ASL user to understand a code system based on English. This may not be an accurate assumption, but the switch happens nonetheless. Other ASL users will continue to use ASL but choose simpler signs and less complex sentences. This is similar to what English speakers do with people who are learning English. The goal is to simplify the language to ensure better comprehension.

Chapter Summary

In this chapter, you learned the following:

1. That American Sign Language (ASL) is a language that has its own linguistic structure independent from English and other spoken languages.

2. The historical development of ASL from the establishment of the American School for the Deaf in 1817 by Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet and Laurent Clerc to the recognition of it as a language in 1960 by William Stokoe.

3. A method for writing down ASL signs that relies on English glosses.

4. That ASL is not a universal sign language. Rather, each country has its own indigenous sign language independent of its native spoken language and of other sign languages. Each country’s sign language may also have its own dialects.

5. That manually coded English communication systems have been developed to represent spoken English. These systems are not languages and are vastly different than ASL.

QUIZ

1. True or false: American Sign Language is a language derived from English.

2. True or false: American Sign language is a universal sign language.

3. True or false: American Sign Language has a written system.

4. True or false: It is possible to speak grammatical English and sign grammatical ASL at the same time.

5. The American School for the Deaf was established in Hartford, Connecticut, in what year?

6. Who first identified ASL as a language?

7. What happened in 1880 that nearly eliminated the use of ASL?

8. What are English glosses?

9. Stokoe demonstrated that every sign is created from a combination of what three things?

10. A Dictionary of American Sign Language on Linguistic Principles was published in what year?
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