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Abstract 
Development of large sign language corpora is on the rise, and online sharing of such corpora promises unprecedented access to high 
quality sign language data, with significant time-saving benefits for sign language acquisition research. Yet data sharing also brings 
complex logistical challenges for which few standardized practices exist, particularly with regard to the protection of participant rights. 
Although some ethical guidelines have been established for large-scale archiving of spoken or transcribed language data, not all of 
these are feasible for sign language video data, especially given the relatively small and historically vulnerable communities from 
which sign language data are typically collected. Our primary focus is the process of re-consenting participants whose original 
informed consent did not address the possibility of sharing their video data. We describe efforts to develop ethically sound, 
community-supported practices for data sharing and archiving, summarizing feedback collected from two focus groups including a 
cross-section of community stakeholders. Finally, we discuss general themes that emerged from the focus groups, placing them in the 
wider context of similar discussions previously published by other researchers grappling with these same issues, with the goal of 
contributing to best-practices guidelines for data archiving and sharing in the sign language research community. 
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1. Introduction 
Development of large sign language corpora is on the rise, 
and online sharing of such corpora promises 
unprecedented access to high quality sign language data. 
For researchers studying early language development, 
having ready access to longitudinal video data means that 
many research questions can be tested immediately, on 
data from multiple children, without the time-consuming 
prerequisite of subject recruitment, filming and video 
annotation over the relevant age range. Considering the 
time and effort required to collect and process 
longitudinal data from just a single child, the time-saving 
benefits of shared online corpora clearly has potential to 
revolutionize the way sign language acquisition research 
is conducted (“economization of resources” as described 
in Himmelmann, 2006).  

Yet the same long-term data infrastructure that 
promises such accessibility also brings with it complex 
logistical challenges for which few standardized practices 
currently exist. Some of the greatest challenges revolve 
around the protection of participant rights. Although some 
ethical guidelines have been established for large-scale 
archiving of spoken or transcribed language data (e.g. the 
CHILDES database; MacWhinney, 2000), not all of these 
are feasible for sign language video data, especially given 
the relatively small and historically vulnerable 
communities from which sign language data are typically 
collected.  

Our primary focus in this paper is the process of re-
consenting participants whose original informed consent 
did not address the possibility of sharing their video data. 
We describe our efforts to develop ethically sound, 
community-supported practices for data sharing and 
archiving. Our discussion is focused on video data 
collected two decades ago from a longitudinal 
spontaneous production study of the acquisition of 
American Sign Language (ASL), but the issues and 
recommendations outlined here are equally relevant to any 
situation in which video data are shared with a wider 

audience than initially intended. Below, we introduce the 
set of longitudinal video data that we plan to share, and 
outline the anticipated steps for obtaining re-consent from 
filming participants. We then summarize outcomes of two 
focus group events in which we sought feedback from a 
cross-section of community stakeholders. Finally, we 
discuss general themes that emerged from the focus 
groups, placing them in the wider context of similar 
discussions previously published by other researchers 
grappling with these same issues, with the goal of 
contributing to best-practices guidelines for data archiving 
and sharing in the sign language research community.  

2. Background 
Our immediate context for addressing the issues of this 
discussion is a body of naturalistic video footage collected 
longitudinally from four deaf children and their deaf 
families, between ages 1;05-4;02 (years; months) (Lillo-
Martin and Chen Pichler, 2008). The children were filmed 
in their homes or other familiar locations at intervals 
ranging from one week to two months. Because all four 
children were under the age of 5 at the time of filming, 
their parents provided signed consent for the children’s 
participation. The video data have been painstakingly 
annotated in different ways over the past twenty years, 
and “basic transcription” will soon be available for a large 
portion of the sessions, including ID glosses for individual 
signs and free translations for all utterances by the target 
children and their various interlocutors. A screenshot of 
an example transcript for our project along with text 
balloons exemplifying our annotation conventions is 
shown in Figure 1. These basic transcriptions, along with 
their accompanying video files, are slated for digital 
archiving in the future at a databank that will be 
monitored and restricted to academic use, from where 
they can be shared with researchers pursuing a wide 
variety of topics related to sign language development.  
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Subsequently, other similar video data of sign language 
acquisition may also be shared in this way. 
 However, before sharing the video data and basic 
transcripts, we must first locate and obtain consent from 
individuals appearing on video. This re-consenting is no 
trivial task, given that the data were collected between 
1991 and 1999, since which time the target children have 
grown to adulthood and moved away. The task is further 
complicated by the many individuals who interacted with 
the target children on our video footage, ranging from 
research assistants and the children’s immediate family 
members, to occasional friends and neighbors who appear 
only sporadically on camera – and in some cases only a 
portion of their bodies may be visible because they are 
largely out of the camera’s range. Informed consent 
procedures at the time did not require signed consent from 
anyone beyond the target children (or parents granting 
consent in place of target children) so we do not have 
contact information for most of these “incidental 
appearances.” Thus we must also establish guidelines for 
determining who requires (re-)consent and what must be 
done if individuals can not be located or do not grant 
consent for their video footage to be archived and shared. 
And finally, we need to determine what measures are 
deemed necessary by the stakeholder community before 
they will be comfortable with data archiving and sharing. 
Individual preferences vary widely, and it is clearly not 
possible to accommodate the wishes of everyone. 
Nevertheless, stakeholders in the Deaf community have 
traditionally had little input on issues of how their video 
data are used and shared in the long term, so their 
inclusion in this discussion is critically important. 
 
 

3. Focus Groups 
 
In view of the questions raised here, we convened two 
focus groups to collect community feedback on issues of  
data sharing and re-consent. The focus groups took place 
at Gallaudet University in Washington, D.C., and the 
American School for the Deaf in West Hartford, 
Connecticut. Participants were selected from the 
following groups, identified as stakeholders because of 
their participation (actual or potential) as subjects or 
parents of longitudinal filming, and/or their interest as 
researchers in collecting or analyzing sign language 
longitudinal data:   
      
1. Deaf of Deaf adults who participated or could have 

participated in longitudinal video collection for 
research purposes when they were children 

2. Signing family members of Deaf or Koda children 
3. Researchers interested in sign language video data 
4. Current and former research assistants on projects 

related to sign language  
 
Each focus group began with a summary of the important 
role longitudinal data have played in acquisition research 
and the value of sharing data more widely. It was 
emphasized that the videos would be shared through 
online archives maintained by academic institutions, in 
stark contrast to unmonitored online sharing on YouTube 
or other forms of social media. Then participants were 
presented with question prompts targeting selected issues  
surrounding video data sharing: 
 

● How comfortable are people in the Deaf 
community with the idea of their videos 

Figure 1. Example of our project’s “basic transcript” with ID glosses and free translations 
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