
sign language vs asl

sign language vs asl is a topic that often generates confusion among those unfamiliar with the rich diversity
of visual languages used by deaf and hard-of-hearing communities worldwide. Many people mistakenly use "sign
language" and "ASL" interchangeably, not realizing that sign language is a broad category encompassing
numerous languages, while ASL refers specifically to American Sign Language. This article will explore the
distinctions and connections between sign language and ASL, providing a comprehensive understanding of their
definitions, histories, and cultural significance. Additionally, it will highlight the unique features of ASL,
compare it to other forms of sign language, and discuss its role in education and communication. Readers will
gain clarity on how sign languages function as fully developed languages with their own grammar and syntax.
The following sections will delve into these aspects in detail to clarify the common misunderstandings
surrounding sign language vs asl.
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Differences Between Sign Language and ASL
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Understanding Sign Language: Definition and Scope

Sign language is a broad term encompassing various visual languages used primarily by deaf and hard-of-hearing
individuals to communicate. Unlike spoken languages, sign languages employ hand shapes, movements, facial
expressions, and body postures to convey meaning. Each country or region typically has its own unique sign
language, which evolves naturally within its community. For instance, British Sign Language (BSL), French Sign
Language (LSF), and Japanese Sign Language (JSL) are distinct languages with different grammar and
vocabulary.

What Constitutes a Sign Language?

A sign language is a fully developed natural language with its own syntax, morphology, and phonology,
expressed through visual-manual modality rather than the auditory-vocal channel. It is not merely a
collection of gestures or a signed version of a spoken language. Sign languages develop organically within
deaf communities and serve all the functions of spoken languages, including storytelling, expressing emotions,
and conveying abstract concepts.

Global Diversity of Sign Languages

There are over 300 distinct sign languages worldwide, each shaped by cultural, historical, and social
factors of the community that uses it. This diversity underscores the importance of recognizing sign language
as an umbrella term rather than a singular language. The differences between these languages can be as great
as those between spoken languages like English and Mandarin.



American Sign Language (ASL): Origins and Characteristics

American Sign Language (ASL) is one of the most widely used sign languages, primarily in the United States and
parts of Canada. ASL is recognized as a natural language with its own unique grammar, syntax, and lexicon
that differ significantly from English. It originated from a combination of French Sign Language (LSF), local
sign systems, and indigenous sign languages.

Historical Background of ASL

ASL's roots trace back to the early 19th century when Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet invited Laurent Clerc, a
deaf instructor from France, to help establish the first American school for the deaf. Clerc taught French Sign
Language, which blended with existing indigenous signs and home signs used by deaf Americans. This fusion led to
the emergence of ASL as a distinct language.

Key Features of ASL

ASL uses a combination of hand signs, facial expressions, and body movements to convey meaning. Unlike English,
ASL follows a subject-object-verb order and employs non-manual signals such as eyebrow raises and head
tilts to modify meaning. ASL also includes fingerspelling, where the alphabet is spelled out using handshapes,
mainly for proper nouns or technical terms.

Differences Between Sign Language and ASL

The distinction between sign language and ASL is foundational to understanding the linguistic landscape of
deaf communication. While ASL is a specific language used primarily in the U.S. and parts of Canada, sign
language is a collective term for all such languages globally.

ASL is Not Universal Sign Language

One major misconception is that ASL is the universal sign language. This is incorrect. Each sign language is
unique and not mutually intelligible with others. For example, British Sign Language (BSL) and ASL are entirely
different languages despite both being used in English-speaking countries.

Linguistic and Cultural Differences

Sign languages reflect the culture and history of their users. ASL includes signs and expressions unique to
American culture, while other sign languages incorporate different cultural nuances. These differences extend
beyond vocabulary to grammar and idiomatic expressions.

ASL has a different syntax compared to English and other sign languages.

Sign languages often develop independently from the spoken languages of the same region.

Non-manual markers in sign languages vary significantly across different sign languages.



The Role of ASL and Other Sign Languages in Deaf Culture

Sign languages, including ASL, play a central role in the cultural identity and social life of deaf communities.
They are not only means of communication but also carriers of cultural heritage and community values.

Deaf Culture and Language

Deaf culture refers to the social beliefs, traditions, and norms shared by deaf people, often centered around the
use of sign language. ASL is a critical element of Deaf culture in the United States and Canada, providing a
sense of belonging and community cohesion.

Preservation and Promotion of ASL

Efforts to preserve and promote ASL involve educational programs, interpretation services, and media
representation. These initiatives help sustain the language and reinforce its status as a legitimate and rich
linguistic system.

Sign Language vs ASL in Education and Communication

Understanding the differences between sign language and ASL is crucial in education and communication
contexts. ASL is widely taught in schools for the deaf in the U.S., while other countries incorporate their
respective sign languages into curricula.

Use of ASL in Educational Settings

ASL serves as the primary language of instruction and communication in many deaf schools across North
America. It facilitates cognitive development, literacy, and social interaction among deaf students. Bilingual
education programs often integrate ASL and English to enhance learning outcomes.

Communication Beyond ASL

While ASL is prominent in the U.S., communication with deaf individuals from other countries requires awareness
of different sign languages. International communication may involve International Sign, a pidgin-like sign
system used in global gatherings but not a fully developed language.

Sign language encompasses all visual-gestural languages used by deaf communities worldwide.1.

ASL is a specific sign language with origins in the United States and Canada.2.

Sign languages are distinct and not mutually intelligible; ASL is not universal.3.

Both sign languages and ASL are integral to deaf culture and identity.4.

Educational systems incorporate ASL and other sign languages to support deaf learners.5.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the difference between sign language and ASL?

Sign language is a general term that refers to any language that uses hand signs and gestures for
communication, while ASL (American Sign Language) is a specific sign language used primarily in the United
States and parts of Canada.

Is ASL the same as sign language?

No, ASL is a type of sign language. There are many different sign languages used around the world, each with
its own grammar and vocabulary.

Are all sign languages mutually intelligible?

No, sign languages are distinct languages and are not mutually intelligible. For example, ASL and British Sign
Language (BSL) are very different.

Why is ASL considered a complete language?

ASL has its own grammar, syntax, and vocabulary, making it a fully developed natural language capable of
expressing complex ideas, just like spoken languages.

How did ASL develop compared to other sign languages?

ASL developed primarily from French Sign Language (LSF) and indigenous sign systems in the U.S. during the early
19th century, whereas other sign languages have different origins.

Can someone who knows ASL understand other sign languages?

Generally, no. Since sign languages vary widely, knowing ASL does not guarantee understanding of other sign
languages like BSL or Auslan.

What role does culture play in ASL and other sign languages?

Culture greatly influences the vocabulary, expressions, and usage of sign languages, including ASL, reflecting
the experiences and values of their Deaf communities.

Is ASL only used by Deaf people in the United States?

While ASL is primarily used by Deaf communities in the U.S. and parts of Canada, hearing individuals also learn
it for communication, education, and interpreting.

How does the grammar of ASL differ from English grammar?

ASL grammar is different from English; it uses spatial grammar, facial expressions, and body movements to
convey meaning rather than English word order.

Are there resources to learn the difference between ASL and other sign
languages?

Yes, there are many online courses, videos, and books that explain the differences between ASL and other sign
languages, helping learners understand their unique features.



Additional Resources
1. Sign Language Explained: Understanding the Differences Between Sign Systems and ASL
This book offers a comprehensive comparison between various sign languages and systems used worldwide, with
a focus on American Sign Language (ASL). It explores the linguistic, cultural, and regional differences that
distinguish ASL from other sign languages. Readers will gain insight into why ASL is a unique language and how
it differs from signed English and other signing methods.

2. The Evolution of American Sign Language: From Gestures to a Full Language
Delving into the historical development of ASL, this book traces its origins and growth as a fully formed
language distinct from other sign systems. It discusses the influences of French Sign Language and indigenous
sign systems on ASL’s formation. The author also highlights how ASL has evolved alongside Deaf culture in
the United States.

3. Sign Language vs. Signed English: Clarifying the Confusion
This title breaks down the key distinctions between natural sign languages like ASL and manually coded English
systems such as Signed English. It explains the linguistic and grammatical differences, emphasizing why ASL is
considered a natural language rather than just a signed version of English. The book also addresses common
misconceptions and educational implications.

4. Learning ASL: A Beginner’s Guide to American Sign Language and Its Unique Grammar
Designed for newcomers, this guide introduces readers to ASL’s structure, vocabulary, and grammar,
contrasting it with other sign systems and spoken English. It provides practical exercises and cultural notes
to help learners appreciate the uniqueness of ASL. The book also touches on the differences between ASL and
other sign languages globally.

5. Sign Language Systems: Comparing ASL with Other Manual Communication Methods
This comparative study examines ASL alongside various manually coded English systems and other
international sign languages. The author evaluates their linguistic complexity, usability, and cultural
significance. The book is a valuable resource for educators and interpreters seeking to understand the nuances
between different sign communication methods.

6. Deaf Culture and Language: The Role of ASL in Identity and Communication
Focusing on the cultural aspects, this book explores how ASL functions as more than just a communication
tool but as a core component of Deaf identity. It contrasts ASL with other sign systems that lack a strong
cultural foundation. Readers will learn about the interplay between language, culture, and community within
the Deaf world.

7. Manual Codes of English vs. American Sign Language: Educational Perspectives
This book investigates the use of manual codes like Signed Exact English in educational settings compared to
ASL. It discusses the pedagogical benefits and challenges of each system. The author offers insights into why
ASL is often preferred for natural communication despite the prevalence of manually coded English in schools.

8. Global Sign Languages and ASL: Understanding Linguistic Diversity in the Deaf Community
Highlighting the diversity of sign languages worldwide, this book positions ASL within the global context. It
compares ASL’s structure and usage with other major sign languages, such as British Sign Language and
International Sign. The book emphasizes the importance of recognizing ASL as a distinct language rather than a
universal sign system.

9. The Linguistics of ASL: Syntax, Semantics, and the Distinction from English-Based Sign Systems
This academic text delves deeply into the linguistic properties of ASL, including syntax and semantics. It
contrasts these features with those found in English-based sign systems, demonstrating why ASL is a distinct
natural language. The book is ideal for linguists, students, and professionals interested in the structural
aspects of sign languages.
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