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ABSTRACT

In order to better evaluate bilingudalism in de~f
children, this study examined whether observers (N=37) from different
backgrounds would agree on deaf children's use of either American
Sign Language (ASL) or English signing. Observers represented a range
of background experience in a variety of schools and programs; 6 were
deaf; 31 were hearing; 10 identified themselves as primarily ASL
signers; and 27 as primarily Pidgin 5ign English users. Observers
viewed a videotape and decided whether the child signer was using ASL
or English signing. Judgments were compared to those of a panel of
sign language specialists. General results indicated no significant
differences among observers at different levels of experience nor
between deaf and hearing observers. However, the average score of
deaf observers was significantly higher than that of hearing
observers in identifying one child using ASL. Observers made their
judgments predominantly on the basis of language use rather than
structure or content. Results suggest that professionals working with
deaf children cannot reliably distinguish between ASL and English
signing and that years of experience with the deaf or being deaf
oneself was of minimal assistance. Continued study of differences and
similarities in ASL ané English signing is recommended. Includes 29
references. (DB)
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Recent focus on bilingual education of deaf children raises
jssues of differences between American Sign Language (ASL) and English
signing (ES). Brpiricalevidmcemmerveddiffermcesamgdeaf
children of ASL families and English signing families is limited. We
8o not know if young deaf children exposed to ASL in their home environ-
nmtsarﬂn:glishsigrﬁnginﬂxeirsdmlenvimmentsacquirem
distinctly different languages. We do not know if these children are
lﬂnelytodmxstratebilingmlisnmtheixspmtarmxswithoﬂm
deafd:ild:mou:ifmesignlanguageorsystanismo:elﬁeelytobe
used than another. We do not Jnow if features from ASL and English
are likely to be mixed (Maxwell, 1990). Wwe also do not know if profes-
siaalsmidmtifybilinguahsnwhenarﬂifitisdmmstxatedin
young deaf children. Frmlbothapmcticalaxﬂﬂxeoreticalperspective,
theahi]ityboidartifythelangmgeomlanguagmthatadﬁldus&sis
critical to discussion of bilingualism. The purpose of this study was
tt;deteminevmeﬁlerobservetsofdiffemntbadcgranﬂsmﬂdagreem
d:ildrm'suseofﬂ-arﬂﬂwglishsigrﬁnq,wimmeobserversviewed
videotapedsanplaofdeafdnildren'scawersatim. The research questions

._imluhithefollaving:
" 1. 1s there a difference among cbserver judgments of ASL and English

sigrﬁngindeafd:ildrenaccordingtoyearsofmcperiencein

2. Isthereadiffermcebetvmhearingobsenretsarﬁdeafobservers
injtﬂgnentsofm.axﬂmglishsigrmxgindeafdﬁldrm?

3. vmatcritedaareusedbyobsmsindistmﬁslﬁngmm
Pnglish signing in deaf children?

Q d
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Method

Thirty-seven ocbservers representing three state schools for the
Geaf, two university programs, two rehabilitation agencies, two public
schools, and a state agency for the deaf and hard of hearing served as
subjects. Six of the observers were deaf; 31 were hearing. Eleven of
the observers had fewer than 10 years of experience in using sign
language; 15 had moxe than 10 years but fewer than 20 years of experience;
and 11 had more than 20 years of experience. Ten of the cbservers
identified themselves as primarily ASL signers; 27 identified themselves
as primarily Pidgin Sign English users.

The observers viewed a videotape that contained 5 conversations,
each lasting about 3 mimites. The observers were informed that two of
the four children involved in the conversations were fram ASL hames,
and that two were from homes where their parents used spoken English and
Fnglish signing. The cbservers were given a respons: sheet that included
the following questions: |
1. Is child A using ASL or English signing with child B?

2. Bow did you come to this decision?
.+ 3. Is child B using ASL or English signing with child A2
4. How did you come to this decision?

Five additional observers, specialists in sign language, were also
mmm. They were asked to participate in the project as cxri-
terion judges. Their judgments, when agreement was 80% or better, were
considered the expected judgments to which the other 37 cbservers'’
judgments were compared. An observer who responded as expected, therefore,
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socored 100. Anydeviatimf:untheexpectedrespmsereducedthemeby

16 points. (Agreement rates for the 5 criterion judges was 80% on only

6 of the possible 10 judgments; mlythoseﬁjxﬂmentswemsmedfor

the other cbservers.)
SWofﬂ\ellobsewerswithfewerthanmyearsofexperiam

llobsenersmpcrtinggmaterttmmyaarsofexperim. Scores of the
Gdeafobsenerswexecuwamdtoﬁhaﬁngobsemersselecbedatmﬂm
from the pool of 31. Finally, each of the narrative responses were
coded as a "structure,” "content,” or "use" (Bloam & ILahey, 1978) statement.
'R;eccdingsmemtdmedbyacertifiedspeedx-]mguampaﬂnlogistata
school for the deaf; agreement was high (r = .99) between the author's
ocoding and the second speech-language pathologist's coding.

Results

Generalremltsirﬂicatedlmermesaxmthenwserms
repartedtheirmlmasteadlersofdeafdxildrm, teachers of sign language,
and educational interpreters (with a range of 33 to 100%) than among the
" &riterion judges (with a range of 80 to 1003 on the selected items).
Individual scores for the cbservers at different levels of experience
were not statistically different (F (2,30) = .66, p» .05). Similarly,
the scores for the deaf observers were not statistically different from
the scores of the selected hearing cbsexvers (F (1, 10) = .635, p) .05).
when the conversations were analyzed individually, however, the average
meofthedeaf@erversvassigniﬁcantlyhigtnrtlmnﬂntofthe
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hearing observers in identifying the ASL child in conversation 2; (X8 (1,
N = 37) = 9.03, p> .05). No other differcnces were found.

Analysis of the narrative responses indicated that the majority of
responses (57%) provided by the observers in distinguishing ASL from
IEnglish signing focused on language usce. Only 14% of the responses
forused on the children's content; and 29% focused on their structure.
Interestingly, however, the majority of responses (50%) written by
observers who disagreed fram the criterion judges in identifying a child as
an ASL or English signing user, focused on structure; only 27% of their
responses dealt with use and 23% with content.

Discussion

Discussion of these results can be approached from two perspectives:
one focuses on the subjects or obsexvers; the other focuses on the stimalus
or the children observed. Advocates of bilingual education argue that ASL is
the’ cultural right of all deaf children. The results of this study do not
challenge the merits of this argument but do raise questions as to an
assumption underlying the argument: namely, that professionals working with
deaf children can distingquish between ASL and English signing in children's
" commnication. Results of this study do not support such an ability in -
observers. Approximately 60% of the 37 observers agreed with the criterion
judges in identifying the ASL and English signing in the children, and
this agreement was based on only 6 of 10 questions in which the criterion
judges had 80 to 100% agrecment. Additionally, observers with more years of
experience were no more "accurate" in identifying a child's language than
observers with fewer years of experience. Deaf observers were generally

b
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no more accurate in identifying the child's language than observers who hear.
In ane case, however, a conversation involving the oldest of the four child-
ren, there was a statistically significant difference between the deaf
observers and the hearing cbsexrvers in identifying ASL.

Discussion of bilinqualism also suggests that an abservable
dichotomy exists between ASL and English signing. To date, research into
observer identification of ASL and English signing has not supported a clear
dichotomy. Children exposed to ASL in their home enviromments and to English
in their school environments are not readily identified as using either ASL
or English signing, even when paired with children likely to elicit only
one of the languages. Features from both ASL and English signing are ap-
parently present in the spontanecus sign language demonstrated by these young
children. "Language mixing" (Maxwell, 1990), then, may operate to prevent
observers from making clearly distinguishable judgments.

Additional int rpretation of the results involves analysis of the nar-
xa'tiverespmss. Because the cbservers who provided written explanations
with their judgments attended more to language use than to stxucture and
content, it is possible that the distinguishing features of ASL and English
signing are pragmatic features. A child whc refers teo first person with an

" - initialized "I,” for example, may also demonstrate ASL in spatial manipula-

tions, nonverbal facial expressions and postural shifts (use). An
observer who focuses only on the initialized sign (content) may be blinded
from seeing the child's demonstrated ASL. Training professionals who work
with deaf children to focus on pragmatic skills should lead to improwved
knowledge in this pioneer territory. Without such training, and without
continued study of the differences and similarities in ASL and English
signing, advocacy of bilinqualism as an end is advocacy without a means.

7



Comparison of observer judgments by years of experience
in using sign language:
1l to 10 years

11 to 19 years more than 20 years

50 100 100
50 67 33
50 67 50
100 33 83
25 83 50
80 50 83
40 100 67
83 83 67
0 83 100
83 67 33
100 67 67
X = 69.9 X = 72,7 X = 66.6

F (2,30) = .66, p).05

Comparison of observer judgments by hearing status:

Hearing Observers Deaf Observers

40 83
.83 80
60 100
83 67
100 67
33 67
X = 66.5 X = 77.3

F (1, 10) = .635, p> .05
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Narrative Responses by Type:

Couversation Structure Use Conteat

1 (ASL4y) 4 19 1

2 (ASL)) 18 22 9

3 (ES3p) | 21 20 5

4 (ES3) 11 9 7

5 (ES3) 3 29 4

5 (ASL3) 6 26 5
29% 57% 14%

Examples of narrative responses coded by type:

Structure: "no endings"
. "sentence structure is broken"
. "used English markers”
"sign oxrder"”

Use: "her command cf ASL behaviors
"expressions and body shifts”
"repetition of phrase
"facial expressions”

. Content: "used 'I'"

“initialized signs”
"yse of classifiers”
"aASy, idioms”
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