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Summery of a paper presented at a
Sign Language Seminar sponsored by
The British Association and the
Northern Counties School for the
Deaf, at Newcastle, October 1977.

Research in sign language began in Sweden five years ago with a
four-year long study of Signed Swedish.l} Presently there are two
research projects concerned with sign language in progress at the
Institute of Linguistics, University of Stockholm: "The sign
language of the deaf”zj and "Early linguistic cognitive develop-

ment in the deaf and severely hard of hearing”l).

Signed Swedish

Signed Swedish is a constructed language which is closer to the
Paget system, than to what in Britain is usually referred to as
Signed English. Most of the signs in Signed Swedish, however,
are borrowed from the Swedish sign language (SSL; <f BSL), but
there are also the so-called grammatical signs in Signed Swedish
and quite a few compounds not found in SSL. The main character-
istic of Signed Swedish i1s the simultaneous use of speech and
sign according to the principle one word - one sign. Hence it
follows that the signs appear in the same order as the spoken

woras.

1}sponsored by The National Board of Education

ZJSponsored by The Bank of Sweden Tercentary Foundation



The construction of Signed Swedish was a compromise on the part
of the association of the deat. The schools for the deaf refused
to use sign language and one of the arguments used was that it

is impossible to use SSL proper simultanecously with speech.
Another argument against SSL, still being used, is the wide-spread
misconception of SSL as being a threat against spoken and written
language. To meet this argument Signed Swedish was constructed in
a way that it should facilitate deaf children's acquisition of
spoken and written language; that is, the manner of signing was
adapted to spoken Swedish. However, in order to accomplish this
goal two conditions must be fulfilled: a) the deaf child growing
up in a family using Signed Swedish must really be signing in the
same manner; it is not enough if the child understands what the
parents are signing, but to know Signed Swedish also requires
that the child express himself in the same manner; and b) that
the Swedish language is represented in an accessible form by
Signed Swedish.

Now, to start with (b), Signed Swedish from the chilid's point of
view (and remember that the child does not know Swedish) consists
of visually perceived lip movements and signs. The child can learn
the signs, i.e., the form of the sign and the meaning (concept)
conventionally attached to it. The child may even use the same
lip movements as grown ups use with that sign. But this does not
mean that the child really gets hold of the form of the word,
spoken or written. (I demonstrated this in a concrete and con-
vincing way at the seminar, when I switched off my voice and
signed two sentences in Signed Swedish. The participants got the
meaning of the sentence ("[am reading a book'") but no one could
tell me the Swedish words, spoken, written or finger-spelled.)

We see here that Swedish cannot be acquired automatically just
through the use of Signed Swedish for communication. Even if the
child were to produce sentences in which the signs occurred in
the same order as the words do in Swedish (c¢f condition a), the

forms of each word would still have to be taught.

Most hearing parents of deaf children in Sweden learn Signed



Swedish. Only a few develop a good command of it, largely due to
the grammatical signs, constructed to accompany some of the most
frequent inflexional bound morphemes (suffixes) in the Swedish
language. A correct use of those signs actually requires a con-
tinuous analysis of the sentences you are producing. This hampers
the speed of communication and in some cases also leads tc an
unnatural pronunciation of the words, greatly influenced by the
spelling. More serious though is that when using Signed Swedish

some people tend to concentrate on teaching Swedish rather than

on the important matter of a working and mutual communication.

When it comes to communication and Signed Swedish I must mention
another complication. Most people who learn Signed Swedish are
not aware of the fact that they are being taught that, and not
how deaf people sign, since the courses are called simply sign
language courses. However, when they meet deaf adults (parents
are encouraged to join the deaf clubs which are all affiliated
to the Swedish Association of the Deaf) they discover mutual
problems in communication. Hearing people tend to believe that
the difficulties are due to their own inability to perceive
sign language, without realizing that the reason is that they
are confronted with a totally different language. To understand
SSL you must, of course, have knowledge of that language, which
vou do not have if you have only been taught Signed Swedish. To
understand Signed Swedish the receiver must know Swedish, a
criterion which all deaf do not meet. I will return below to

the problem of teaching hearing adults sign language.

Swedish sign Language

Thus far T have given an introduction to Signed Swedish and

have touched upon a few results from my research into that
language. I will also, though very briefiy, say a few things
about SSL that I am presently investigating. It was planned as

a three year project, and began 1977. There are two of us working
full-time on the project, Lars-Ake Wikstrdém, who is deaf, and

myself, who is hearing. In my opinion it is not reasonable to do



research in sign language or any of the sociological or psycho-
logical aspects of deafness without deaf people taking an active
part in the research, although it is possible to do so without

hearing people.

In our study of SSL we concentrate on two levels of the language:
the symbols (the signs)} and how they combine to form phrases and
sentences {(rules of syntax). We have started to collect signs
(how large is the vocabulary?) and have now a rapidly expanding
card index register of signs. Representing signs in written form
remains a great problem, but for the time being we have solved
it by using a written system originally constructed for Signed
Swedish. One very simple reason for not using Swedish words as
symbols for the signs is that for many signs there is no one-
word-translation into Swedish. We hope the material collected

in this study will be used for the compilation of a dictionary,

using both photos and the sign transcription in a modified form.

Most descriptions of signs focus on the manual aspect of the
sign. In some dictionaries, for example, only the hands are
depicted, with the body and head omitted. But when observing
sign language you see not only the moving hands, but other
bodily parts being used as well. We have found that the tradi-
tional view of the sign as being only manually produced is not

a sufficient model for the description of all signs.

There are signs whose correct performance require a movement

or a certain position of the lips. Some of these can be traced
back to Swedish words, but many of them cannot be explained
with reference to lipreading. We even have examples of these
signs represented only orally, with the manual aspect of the
sign deleted. Other examples are signs that require movements
of the head, the eyes, the shoulders or the whole trunk.
(Unfortunately I must refrain from describing these different
types of signs in this abstract - a problem not present at the
seminar where 1 had eve contact with the receivers and was able

to provide demonstrations.)



I mentioned above that hearing people having learned Signed Swedish
do not understand SSL when first confronted with it. This is a
very simple and distinct indicator of the fact that they really

are two different languages. The most conspicuous difference 1is
found in syntax: the signs occur in different order within the two
languages. But that is only part of the problem. Contrary to
Swedish and Signed Swedish, which might be characterised as linear
or sequential languages, the outstanding features of SSL are simul-
taneity and spatiality. In SSL (and it 1s reascnable to suppose
that this is true also for other native sign languages) two signs
may be produced simultaneously, not taking into account that a
movement of the eyes or eyebrows produced at the same time may
modify the meaning of the sentense in a manner functionally the
same as suprasegmentals of speech. When it comes to signing of

this kind it seems that the boundary between sign description and
Syntdx is not as distinct as we had expected and the distinction

hetween levels becomes difficult to maintain.

The spatial aspect of sign language syntax is manifest in the use
of the localisation of & sign (either actual, somewhere in front of
the signer's body or indirect by means of pointing), which deter-
mines the meaning of the sentence and may also influence the struc-

ture of the following sentences.

In $8IL we find syntactic rules of quite a new kind compared to
those of vocal {oral) languages (NB sign language is verbal!l). And
this is part of the problem of analysing sign langusage. For a
start we simply must learn to use our eyes in order to be able to
observe everything that is going on. We try to free ourselves from
the "prejudice" or expectations about what language may look like,
that our knowledge of vocal languages constitute. We must be pre-
pared to find rules of syntax, and symbols, of quite another kind
in a visual language than in an auditorily perceived one, for the

very simple reason that hearing and vision function éifferently.

There has been, and still is, a tendency for linguists to be
tricked into trying to prove that the native sign languages are

languages. (Has anyone proven that English is a language?) We want



to avoid this approach. The plain fact that a lot of people do use
sign language 1is enough reason for us to study it. With such an
attitude towards sign language it 1is very likely that we will learn
more about human language, and that sign language research in
general will contribute to cur concept of language eventually in-

fluencing the theories of human communication and language.

Ts S§8i difficult to learn?

A common argument against SSL in compariscn to Signed Swedish is
that it is too difficult for (hearing) adults to learn. But to
learn to understand S51L is, cof course, possibie if one has vision

and a good knowledge of your first language. (The latter is a
standard prerequisite for learning any second language.) The sign
language production though, is likely to be more or less influenced
by Swedish. If hearing people are taught SSL rather than Signed
Swedish they will acquire a greater sign language skill with more
possibilities of variation. They will be able to choose to use
either a more genuine sign language or to sign and speak simulta-
neously (with or without voice), which is perhaps the most natural
and simplest for hearing people, but to use the signs in a manner
adopted to how deaf sign. To sign and speak simultaneously is not
the same as Signed Swedish. And when people knowing Swedish and
SSL (bilinguals) combine the two languages as sometimes deaf
people and interpreters of the deaf do, more natural and uncon-
sciously produced forms of "signed Swedish'" will emerge, with many
of the characteristics of visual language which are lacking in the
construction Signed Swedish as it is being taught today. The
greatest benefit, however, if hearing people are given instruction
in SS5L, will be that they will be able to understand what deaf

people sign.

We hope the results from our investigation of SSL will lead to
improved sign language instruction. Within the project we are now
giving sign language courses where we are testing our knowledge
of sign language. Instead of using printed material for instruc-
tional purposes we are using videotaped sign language sequences,



and, more important, deaf teachers.

Bilinguism

Finally I should like to comment on sign language in the schools.
An argument long used, especially by those opposed to sign language
communication in schocel, is that the unsuccessful acquisition of
spoken and written language of deaf children can be explained with
reference to SSL, which is said to destroy the Swedish language and
lessen the motivation for learning Swedish. A more natural way of
regarding this would be to 1look for the explanation of the in-
sufficient knowledge of Swedish in how the teaching is being
pursued. It is not the methods of instruction that I have in mind
but rather how communication is carried on. A working communication
nmust be regarded as a prerequisite for successful teaching, i.e.,
expanding knowledge and improving skills of the children. As [ see
it, it is impossible to discuss the choice between different
systems of education as long as teacher and child cannot communicate
with each other on more equal terms than is now the case. How does
it effect the children that they cannot express themselves in their
own language because the grown ups in theilr surrounding do not
understand it, or insist that they express themselves in another
way? What attitude to their own language, which they will continue
to use later in life, is in this way conveyed to the deaf children

during their entire schoel career.

I should like to see sign language established as a subject of

its own in the schools for the deaf. Deaf people have the right to
be proud of their language and to feel at ease with it. So, it is
not sufficient that the school accept that the children use their
own language. The school must sooner or later take its responsi-
bility for the primary language of the children to be treated with
the same respect as vocal languages. Bilinguism will then be the
obvious goal of language teaching in the schools, bilinguism for

both children and teachers.
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