SLLAAAShH and the ASL Deaf Communities (or ‘‘so many gifs!”’)

Julie A. Hochgesang
Gallaudet University
800 Florida Ave NE, SLCC 3206, Washington DC 20002
julie.hochgesang@ gallaudet.edu

Abstract

The project Sign Language Acquisition, Annotation, Archiving and Sharing (SLAAASh) is a model for working with diverse ASL Deaf
communities in all stages of the project. In this presentation, I highlight key steps in achieving this level of collaboration. First, I discuss
the importance of sharing work with the community —a key form of reciprocity recognized by Deaf communities. Second, I discuss the
importance of reflecting diversity, e.g., ensuring that ASL Signbank actors vary in age, gender, ethnicity, body type, and language
experience. Third, I discuss the importance of incorporating feedback from stakeholders and show how the ASL Signbank actors have
expressed different views that have impacted our development of the Signbank. Finally, I discuss the crucial component of building
substantive community connections and maintaining them long-term. I end by discussing our own efforts to build community
connections to date as well as planned future ones.
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1. Introduction

Sign Language Acquisition, Annotation, Archiving and
Sharing (SLAAASh) is a four-year project (2015-2019). Its
intent is to systematize annotations and make available to
researchers a set of previously recorded longitudinal
spontaneous production ASL data with accompanying
metadata, annotations, and descriptive analyses.
Annotation conventions have been inherited from prior
projects as detailed in Chen Pichler, Hochgesang, Lill-
Martin & Quadros (2010) but revised based on current best
practices for sign language documentation (Chen Pichler,
Hochgesang, Lillo-Martin, 2015). With the help of the
technical team that built the NGT Signbank, a Signbank has
been developed for ASL (Hochgesang, Crasborn, and
Lillo-Martin, 2017). To date, almost 40 percent of the
acquisition video data has been annotated, community
input has been collected on reconsenting and sharing
protocol (Chen Pichler et al., 2016; 2016), and over 2700
entries have been added to the ASL Signbank.

As evidenced by the reconsenting and sharing protocol
already reported (Chen Pichler et al., 2016; 2016),
SLAAASh believes it is essential to work with the signed
language communities throughout all stages of the project,
continually reporting progress and seeking input (e.g.,
Harris, Holmes & Mertens, 2009). This paper presents the
ways that the SLAAASh project has worked with the ASL
Deaf communities. First, I discuss the importance of
sharing work with the community—a key form of
reciprocity called for by Deaf communities. Second, I
discuss the importance of reflecting the diversity found in
those communities. For example, ensuring that ASL
Signbank actors vary in age, gender, ethnicity, body type,
and language experience. Third, I discuss the importance
of incorporating feedback from stakeholders and show how
the ASL Signbank actors, in expressing their individual
views, have impacted our development of the Signbank.
Finally, I discuss the crucial component of building
substantive community connections and maintaining them
long-term. I will end by discussing our own efforts to build
community connections to date as well as planned future
ones.
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2. How We Share the Work We Do With
the Community

Through the usual academic channels of workshops,
conferences, and papers, SLAAASh has started to report on
its activities (e.g., Hochgesang et al., 2017). These
channels, however, are not as accessible to Deaf
communities. Therefore, SLAAASh has used Twitter
(@ASLSLAASH) to steadily stream project news, most
particularly updates to the ASL Signbank.

Pictures and animated GIFs are used to introduce ASL
Signbank actors (Figure 1), ASL signs and even the name
sign of the Signbank itself. Providing information in
written English alone does not provide enough access to the
community. Putting aside the varying levels of literacy
skills of Deaf people, the language we are looking at — ASL
- simply does not have a conventionalized written system
that can be used to fully and adequately represent it. Since
Twitter allows for mixed media, different digital tools can
and should be used to share information — typed text,
pictures, videos, and animated GIFs. While videos and
animated GIFs are ideal for transmitting signed messages,
they cannot be used solely because they are not searchable
without written text (as any person working with signed

ASL SLAASh @Asl|Slaash Jul 25, 2016
Our fourth signer for the ASL SignBank! A pleasure working with

you @GabTewa

X P

corpora knows).

https://twitter.com/aslslaash/status/757641765109149696
Figure 1. Example of tweet introducing one of the actors

for the ASL Signbank



The name sign for the ASL Signbank even evolved because
of the GIF alone. At each filming for the Signbank or
presentation about the Signbank, GIFs of the ASL
Signbank name sign were taken or shared. Discussions
always followed, thus leading to an evolution of the name
sign itself.
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“ASL Signbank” name sign

Name signs are usually designated by members of Deaf
communities. While a name sign could be decided by a
single person, it also can evolve through discussion and
negotiation with other members. At a guest lecture for the
National Association of the Deaf (2017), I introduced the
ASL Signbank to the staff and demonstrated the name sign
that was current then — as Figure 2 shows it~ @ &\
was a combination of SIGN and FS(bank). ‘iwiih
The NAD members were not keen on M

having fingerspelling as part of the name
sign so they offered their own version seen in Figure 3
below. They chose another version of the word “to sign”.
The one in Figure 2 is a more neutral and noun-like version
referring to the general ability to sign or the modality itself;
the one in Figure 3 is more related to the sense Q
of using a word (or sign) itself and is often used ~
to identify people who can sign fluently or are
“closer to the Deaf community” than others.

Figure 3. NAD suggestion for ASL Signbank name sign

Then the NAD staff chose a depicting sign to represent
“bank” in a way that refers to putting things in a repository
rather than the financial institutions as signified by the
English word "bank". When I shared this name sign with
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yet other audiences, they appeared to approve on the
artistry or novelty of this expression and for using it to
describe the ASL Signbank. But for referring to the ASL
Signbank (or using it as a name), there was a preference for
a more “streamlined” sign as a name sign rather than a
phrase. The name sign suggested by NAD was modified
so that the first word (“to sign”) became a one-handed
version (although the sign usually resists weak hand drop)
and combined with a one-handed depicting sign that
indicates a list. This new name sign, shown in Figure 4, can
be reproduced as two-handed and moved in a way to
indicate pride or just one-handed for plain reference.

Figure 4. The latest name sign for the ASL Signbank

The new name sign has the added (and coincidental) bonus
of resembling the letters © (“s”) and ' (“b”) in the manual
alphabet used in ASL.

This ongoing dialogue with the community members and
the evolution of the name sign for the ASL Signbank
exemplify the first two principles of the Sign Language
Communities’ Terms of Reference (SLCTR) by Harris,
Holmes and Mertens (2009) :"(t)he authority for the
construction of meanings and knowledge within the Sign
Language community rests with the community's
members” and the second principle, "(i)nvestigators should
acknowledge that Sign Language community members
have the right to have those things that they value to be fully
considered in all interactions" (115).

Sharing research done on signed languages is essential.
Deaf communities appreciate (if not often demand)
reciprocity (e.g., Harris et al., 2009, 115). If the Deaf
communities contribute a part of their lives by
demonstrating how they use their language, then the
researchers need to reciprocate by sharing the work built on
this language use in an accessible manner. Academic
products like articles or conference proceedings are not as
accessible as social media channels (e.g., Twitter or
Facebook). Sharing the work done by SLAAASh via
Twitter made it possible to enter into a rich and ongoing
exchange about how to refer to a lexical database. While
we have the academic spoken/written name of the product,
we now also have a name sign, something that is valued by
American Deaf communities.

3. Diversity in the ASL Signbank

Clearly every community is diverse. While we can identify
features that characterize a certain community, this does
not mean the communities are homogenous (e.g., Harris et
al., 2009). Although there may be necessary
generalizations, any work with language needs to reflect
the diversity of the communities. For example, we say that
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ASL is the sign language of the Deaf community in
America. But the truth is there are multiple varieties for the
multiple Deaf communities in America. The lines are not
always easily drawn. Nor are the communities neatly
mapped onto the different varieties. Unsurprisingly so
because identities are intersectional and signers can choose
to use specific variants depending on who they are
interacting with and why — what Eckert calls “speaker
agency” (Eckert, 2008). Any language documentation
project is then ethically obligated to reflect the authentic
diversity of the researched language communities. Perfect
representation (for anything), for countless reasons, is
impossible to attain but the ongoing, transparent and
reflective attempt to recognize and represent different
experiences in itself is valuable. I discuss two ways we do
so with SLAAASh — ensuring diversity of signers in the
ASL Signbank and representing any and all ASL signs that
are in the corpora using the ASL Signbank.

3.1 Diversity of the ASL Signbank Actors

The source of the lexical items included in the ASL
Signbank, of course, comes from the primary data of the
SLAAASh project (child ASL acquisition videos as well as
other kinds of videos associated with the other projects that
use the ASL Signbank, e.g., Philadelphia Signs Project).
The original videos, for both confidentiality and quality
issues, cannot be edited and re-used as ASL Signbank
videos to represent the lexical items themselves. Thus it is
necessary to hire actors to produce clear, isolated and
unmodified (e.g. for grammatical aspect) forms of the signs
that can be used in representative movies in the ASL
Signbank (much like how we have the basic form of a word
as headwords or "lemmas" in dictionaries).

Our actors are native or early users of ASL (early meaning
preferably the user acquired ASL before the age of four).
The current lineup of ASL Signbank actors (shown in
Figure 5) is approaching representation of the different
Deaf communities in America who use ASL.

Because we do not have reliable survey demographic data,
it is not possible to discuss whether the ASL Signbank actor
demographics are proportionate to the American Deaf
communities. Since the ASL Signbank itself is not a
corpus, that is not really a concern in terms of corpus
representativeness. However, because ASL Signbank is a
representation of the ASL lexicon, the actors themselves do
need to be diverse because the American Deaf communities
are. Thus, our signers vary in age, gender, ethnicity' and
body type (as is demonstrated in Figure 5).

They also vary in kinds of “language experience”, which,
in this paper, means the age of acquisition along with the
type of language input.

 On a personal note, there was something my student said a few
years back. "It means a lot to see someone that looks like me up
there on the screen. I don't usually see that." She was a person of
color and felt under-represented in presentations and publications
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Figure 5. Current lineup of ASL Signbank actors

While SLAAASh requires that the ASL Signbank actors
have had acquired ASL before the age of four, there are no
other requirement because we recognize that the language
experiences of the American Deaf communities are varied
— some are raised in hearing families, some are hearing
themselves with Deaf parents, and et cetera. They all make
up the American Deaf community experience.

3.2 Diversity of Lexical Items in the ASL
Signbank

Since the ASL Signbank is a research tool, specifically a
lexical database that can be linked directly to annotation
software, it needs to be able to handle whatever comes up
in the data. That means sometimes including forms that
some members of the American Deaf communities may not
consider part of their ASL use. One simple example is
regional variants, e.g., the soda/pop/etc variants in
American English. The different ASL variants for

“birthday” in Figure 6 is an example of this kind of regional
variation.

Figure 6. ASL regional variants for “birthday”

In addition to including all regional variants that occur in
the corpora using the ASL Signbank, there will be a
feedback function when the ASL Signbank is made public
where users can contribute their own regional variants.

about signed languages. She was struck by my class presentation
which included people of varying ethnic backgrounds. It made me
even more dedicated to ensure a wide representation of users in
my own work.



Another example of variation in ASL results from the
influence of spoken languages or invented manual codes
used in education to represent these spoken languages. As
shown in Figure 7, the sign for “the” is an example of this
influence from a manual code intended to help written
English in American Deaf education.

The use of these forms can be quite controversial in the
American Deaf communities and invoke discussions about
which signs are “real” or “right”. Being a usage-based and
descriptive research tool, the ASL Signbank includes all
variants that arise in the data. But being mindful of the
uncomfortable issues they can incite in the American Deaf

communities, the SLAAASh research project adds
information to the ASL Signbank to reflect current
language attitudes (see Hochgesang, Crasborn, and Lillo-

Martin this volume for more on the ASL Signbank design).
For example, in the morphosyntax section, the “derivation
history” field can be used to categorize signs as being
initialized (i.e., signed with the handshape that represents
the first letter of the ambient spoken language) or
fingerspelled. We also will add a “usage” section in which
we can add memos reporting observations shared by the
community, like usage notes in dictionaries (“polite”,
“vulgar slang”, “offensive”, ‘“old-fashioned”). This
strategy allows us to navigate language attitudes while
accurately representing the data.

4. Views of ASL Signbank Actors Feeding
Back Into Our Work

It is also important to consider ASL users' attitudes toward
various signs while accurately representing the data (e.g.,
Harris, Holmes and Mertens, 2009). One way the
SLAAASh project has been able to do this is through
dialogues with the ASL Signbank actors during filming
sessions.

Some of the ASL Signbank actors sometimes expressed
discomfort with producing certain variants during filming.
Perhaps they just did not know these variants and they felt
too unfamiliar for their hands. Or others were current ASL
teachers who did not want to film certain signs that could
be used against them in their professional work. Yet other
signs were considered to be offensive or taboo. The actors
either opted out of filming those (with our full support) or
filmed them with the understanding that a “disclaimer”
would be posted on the website specifying that these signs
are not necessarily the typical productions of the actors

“When you watch the videos, remember that these signs may not be the signs that the actors actually use.
They are just re-producing what appeared in the primary data.”

Figure 8. Example of disclaimer that will be displayed on the ASL Signbank website
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