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Introduction to sign language in general

« Sign language is a visual language expressed through physical movements instead of spoken words. The language
relies on visible cues from hands, eyes, facial expressions, and movements to communicate. Although sign language is
used primarily by people who are deaf or hard of hearing, it is also used by many hearing people. As with any spoken
language, sign language has grammar and structure rules, and it has evolved over time.

Today, there are more than 300 different sign languages in the world.

o Sign Language is a natural and visual form of language that uses movements and expression to convey meaning

between people.

e There are many myths associated with sign languages. Some call it "just hand waving" or believe that it is a spoken
language in a different form, while others compare it to pantomime and think that it is easy to learn. Don't be fooled!
Sign languages are languages of the community of deaf and deaf-blind people, they have a rich vocabulary and
detailed grammatical rules, and as such they are independent of the spoken languages. Learning Sign Language is as

challenging as learning any other foreign language.

o Unlike spoken languages, sign languages have a visual form, and instead of speech organs they use hands, upper body,

head and face for communication.



Not every use of hands in communication — is sign language!

o Given the increased interest in learning sign language, in the last few years we have noticed an increase in the number of
content on television and social networks that are presented as content in sign language, even though it is actually
simultaneous sign-speech communication. Simultaneous sign-speech communication is also one of the communication
systems for deaf and deaf-blind people, but - it is not sign language!

So, in addition to sign language, two other forms of manual communication are used: manual alphabets and simultaneous
sign-speech communication..

« Manual alphabets are too slow a way of communication, therefore they only serve as an auxiliary means in communication
and are used to pronounce personal names, names of institutions, technical and professional names and words for which
there are no agreed signs or are less known. There are two alphabets in sign language: the one-handed alphabet and the
two-handed alphabet.

o Simultaneous sign-speech communication (the so-called signed spoken language) is a visualized spoken language. Unlike the
original sign language, this form of communication follows the grammar of the spoken language, and the non-manual signs
do not carry grammatical information but serve exclusively to express emotions. Simultaneous sign-speech communication
is most often used by people who have lost their hearing after they have already mastered the spoken language and its
grammar.



e This form of communication is most often identified with the original sign language. If you simultaneously sign and
quietly say sentences in spoken language — understand that you are NOT using sign language. This is simply not possible,
just as it is not possible to speak two different languages at the same time.

 Different countries have different sign languages. One of the most common misconceptions about sign language is that
it is universal.

o Sign languages are associated with a certain national Deaf community, i.e. the country or region where they are
developed. So, for example, there is HZ) - Croatian Sign Language, ASL - American Sign Language, Slovenian Sign
Language, Polish Sign Language etc.

« Sign languages arise naturally in the community whose citizens use it.

e Hearing people often say that it would be much easier for deaf and deafblind people if they all used the same sign
language. On the other hand, it is interesting that such thoughts are not associated with the hearing community. What
do you think is the basis for such attitudes?

o International Sign - In recent years, deaf/deafblind people often travel to participate in international events, which has
increased the need for a universal language, much like English is today for the hearing population. International sign
language is not a language, it does not have its own grammar rules, nor does it have a dictionary of fixed signs. It is a
communication system that enables direct communication between deaf people from different countries because it
contains signs understandable to everyone, most visual grammatical structures and elements of pantomime and body
language.



Sign language is not performed only by using hands.

e Signs in sign language are created by a combination of five linguistic parameters: hand shape, location, palm orientation, sign
movement and non-manual signals.
It is important to pay full attention to the correct execution of all parameters of the sign, because an error in just one of
them can lead to a completely different or even non-existent sign.

o Character space:
Sign space refers to the area within which signs are performed, and it is very strictly defined. It consists of the space a little
above the head up to a little below the hips and from elbow to elbow, when the arms are slightly bent. Signing outside
the sign space is usually very uncomfortable and burdensome for hands, wrists and shoulders.

« Dominant and non-dominant hand:
In sign language, signs can be performed with one or both hands. One hand is called dominant, most often it is the one
with which you write, and in most cases it is the right hand. If you are left-handed, it is not necessary to imitate
the movements of a right-handed person, because it is equally correct and understandable to signal with the left hand.



e Eye contact:
It is very important that, before you "dive" into the world of sign language, you understand the importance of establishing

and maintaining eye contact with deaf and hard of hearing people. In Deaf culture, not making eye contact is considered
rude and indicates that you are not paying attention and do not want to participate in the conversation. While hearing
people can talk without looking at the person they are talking to or who is speaking, this is not possible for deaf

people. Therefore, when talking to a deaf or hard-of-hearing person, look the co-signer in the eyes the whole time during
the conversation. If you have to look away, raise your hand to tell the person to stop signing.

e Deaf culture:
Knowing that language is one of the most important determinants that contributes to the development of an individual's

identity, and by realizing that sign language is the original language of the Deaf community, a language independent of
the spoken language, it will be easier for you to accept that Deaf culture is real and that it is very different from the

culture of hearing people.

For a person who perceives his deafness as part of his cultural identity, being "Deaf" means being a member of a
community with which he shares sign language, customs, history, associations and values.



International Sign

International Sign has been described as a highly variable type of sighed communication used between two
signers who lack a common sign language. Most experts do not technically consider IS to be a full language,
but rather a form of communication that arises on the spot. It is characterized by a focus on iconic or
pantomimic structures; IS signers may also point to nearby objects. While some degree of standardization
takes place at events such WFD and the European Union of the Deaf, it is limited to vocabulary, not grammar.

There is no consensus on what International Sign is exactly. It may either refer to the way strangers sign with
each other when they lack a common sign language, or it can refer to a conventionalized form used by a group
of people with regular contact. The use of the term International Sign might also lead to the misconception
that it is a standardized form of communication.

Deaf people typically know only one sign language. Signers from differing countries may use IS spontaneously with
each other, with relative success. This communicative success is linked to various factors. First, people who sign in
IS have a certain amount of shared contextual knowledge. Secondly, sighers may take advantage of shared
knowledge of a spoken language, such as English. Thirdly, communication is made easier by the use of iconic signs
and pantomime.
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