
does sign language count as a foreign
language
Does sign language count as a foreign language? This question often arises in discussions about
language learning, communication, and inclusivity. The answer can be nuanced and involves various
aspects including linguistic structure, cultural significance, and the context of language acquisition.
In this article, we will explore the characteristics of sign language, its comparison with spoken
languages, and the implications of recognizing it as a foreign language.

Understanding Sign Language

Sign language is a visual form of communication that uses gestures, facial expressions, and body
language to convey meaning. It is not a single language; rather, there are numerous sign languages
used around the world, each with its own syntax, grammar, and vocabulary.

The Diversity of Sign Languages

1. American Sign Language (ASL): Used primarily in the United States and parts of Canada, ASL has
its own unique syntax and lexicon, distinct from English.
2. British Sign Language (BSL): The sign language used in the United Kingdom, BSL is completely
different from ASL, illustrating that sign languages are not universally interchangeable.
3. International Sign (IS): Often used in international settings, IS is a pidgin form of sign language
that combines elements from various sign languages but is not a fully developed language.
4. Other Variants: Countries around the world have their own sign languages, such as French Sign
Language (LSF), German Sign Language (DGS), and Japanese Sign Language (JSL).

The existence of multiple sign languages, much like spoken languages, underscores the complex
nature of sign communication.

Linguistic Structure

Sign languages possess their own grammatical rules, which differ significantly from those of spoken
languages. Some key components include:

- Syntax: The order in which signs are placed can change the meaning of a sentence entirely. For
example, in ASL, a common sentence structure is Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) but can also be altered
for emphasis.
- Facial Expressions: Non-manual markers such as facial expressions are integral and often convey
grammatical information, such as questions or negations.
- Spatial Orientation: Sign languages utilize space to convey information. For instance, the
positioning of signs can indicate relationships between people or objects.



These structures confirm that sign languages are fully developed languages with unique
characteristics, deserving of recognition.

Comparing Sign Languages and Spoken Languages

When considering whether sign language counts as a foreign language, it’s essential to analyze how
it compares to traditional spoken languages.

Language Acquisition

Learning a language involves mastering a set of vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, and cultural
nuances. Sign language learners often experience:

- Cognitive Load: Just as with spoken languages, learners of sign language must engage with
vocabulary and grammatical structures, making it a mentally demanding task.
- Cultural Context: Each sign language is embedded within a particular deaf culture, which
influences idiomatic expressions and conversational norms. Understanding this culture is critical for
effective communication.
- Communication Styles: The ways in which deaf individuals communicate can differ dramatically
from hearing individuals, which adds another layer to language learning.

These factors indicate that learning sign language requires similar dedication and effort as learning
any foreign language.

Recognition and Institutional Support

In many educational systems, sign language is increasingly being recognized as a legitimate
language deserving of study. This can include:

- University Programs: Some institutions offer degrees in sign language interpretation or deaf
studies, acknowledging the complexity and validity of sign language as a field of study.
- Foreign Language Credits: Certain high schools and colleges allow students to earn foreign
language credits for completing courses in sign language, further legitimizing its status.
- Bilingual Education: Some schools offer programs that are bilingual in sign language and spoken
language, particularly in areas with large deaf populations.

These developments highlight a growing acceptance of sign language within the educational
framework as a language that can be taught and learned, much like any foreign language.

Challenges in Recognition

Despite the clear similarities between sign languages and spoken languages, challenges remain
regarding their recognition.



Perceptions and Misconceptions

- Limited Understanding: Many people mistakenly believe that sign language is merely a set of
gestures or a simplified version of spoken language, failing to recognize its complexity.
- Cultural Stigma: In some areas, deaf culture and sign language are undervalued, leading to a lack
of support for learning and using sign languages.
- Legislative Barriers: In certain countries, sign languages are not legally recognized as official
languages, which can limit access to education and services in that language.

These misconceptions contribute to a wider debate about whether sign languages should be
classified alongside foreign languages in academic and social contexts.

Benefits of Recognizing Sign Language as a Foreign Language

1. Increased Accessibility: Recognizing sign language as a foreign language encourages educational
institutions to provide resources and support for its study.
2. Cultural Appreciation: Understanding sign language fosters greater appreciation for deaf culture
and the experiences of deaf individuals.
3. Enhanced Communication: Promoting sign language learning can lead to improved
communication between hearing and deaf individuals, breaking down barriers and fostering
inclusivity.

The Future of Sign Language Recognition

As society continues to evolve, so too does the recognition and understanding of sign language. The
future may hold several promising developments:

Technological Advances

- Apps and Online Courses: The rise of technology has made learning sign language more accessible.
Numerous apps and online platforms offer courses that can cater to diverse learning styles.
- Virtual Reality (VR): VR technologies could provide immersive environments for learning sign
language, helping students practice in realistic scenarios.

Advocacy and Awareness

- Community Programs: Increasing awareness through community workshops, events, and
campaigns can encourage more individuals to learn sign language.
- Collaboration: Partnerships between deaf organizations and educational institutions can create
more comprehensive programs for teaching sign language.



Conclusion

In conclusion, the question of whether sign language counts as a foreign language is multifaceted.
Sign languages are rich, complex, and culturally significant forms of communication that share many
characteristics with spoken languages. As education systems and societies evolve, recognizing sign
language as a foreign language can lead to increased respect, understanding, and inclusivity for the
deaf community. Ultimately, fostering an environment where sign language is celebrated and taught
alongside spoken languages benefits everyone, promoting a more inclusive society where
communication knows no barriers.

Frequently Asked Questions

Is sign language considered a foreign language in the context
of language studies?
Yes, sign language can be considered a foreign language, especially when it is different from the
spoken language of the community, as it has its own grammar, syntax, and vocabulary.

Are there different types of sign languages around the world?
Yes, there are many different sign languages globally, each unique to its country or region, such as
American Sign Language (ASL), British Sign Language (BSL), and French Sign Language (LSF).

Can learning sign language fulfill foreign language
requirements in schools?
In many educational institutions, learning sign language can fulfill foreign language requirements,
but it depends on the specific policies of the school or educational program.

Is sign language recognized as a legitimate language by
linguists?
Yes, linguists recognize sign language as a legitimate language, as it has its own structure and rules
like any spoken language.

How does sign language differ from spoken languages?
Sign language differs from spoken languages in that it uses visual-gestural communication rather
than auditory-vocal, incorporating hand shapes, facial expressions, and body movements.

What are some common misconceptions about sign language?
A common misconception is that sign language is simply a manual representation of spoken
language; in reality, it has its own distinct grammar and vocabulary.



Can deaf individuals learn multiple sign languages?
Yes, deaf individuals can learn multiple sign languages, just as hearing individuals can learn multiple
spoken languages, depending on their exposure and education.
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