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Abstract: British Sign Language (BSL) has been shown to have a high degree of
regional variation especially at the lexical level. This study explores awareness
and attitudes of the British deaf community towards this regional variation. We
studied interview data from the BSL Corpus (http://bslcorpusproject.org/data)
from 121 deaf, BSL signers from six regions across the UK including Belfast, Bir-
mingham, Bristol, Glasgow, London andManchester, focusing on responses to five
questions in relation to regional variation in BSL. Responses were analysed using
thematic analysis, following (Braun, V. & V. Clark. 2006. Using thematic analysis
in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology 3(2). 77–101. https://doi.org/10.
1191/1478088706qp063oa). Findings reveal that BSL signers exhibited overall high
levels of meta-linguistic awareness, as many of their attitudes and beliefs were in
line with what has been reported in relation to linguistic behaviour with BSL such
as mouthing, fingerspelling and accommodation. In addition, BSL signers seem to
place enormous value on regional variation in BSL, believing that such variation
contributes to the richness of BSL as a language and puts it on equal footing with
the surrounding majority language, i.e. English. We explore the implications of
these attitudes towards a broader understanding of language ideologies, including
the concept of accent.
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1 Introduction

Many studies on language attitudes in spoken languages have focused on attitudes
towards regional accents, with standard varieties being compared to non-standard
varieties (Giles and Rakić 2014; Milroy 2001). Other spoken language attitude
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studies have looked at variation, dialect and speech style, use of minority lan-
guages, learning a new language, and language preference (Baker 1992). In this
paper we report on language attitudes within the British deaf community about
regional variation in British Sign Language (BSL), a minority language used in the
UK. The presence of regional variation in BSL at the lexical level is well docu-
mented (Stamp 2016; Stamp et al. 2014, 2016; Sutton-Spence and Woll 1999).
However, very little is known about the attitudes and beliefs of BSL signers with
regards to this regional variation in BSL. Studying this allows us to gain insight into
the relationship between attitudes and behaviourwhich has never been studied on
a large scale for sign languages before. In this paper we ask: Are signers aware of
regional variation in BSL and if so, towhat extent?What are their attitudes towards
regional variation in BSL?

1.1 Language attitudes about sign languages

Studies of languages attitudes generally are considered to be important for several
reasons. Attitudes can explain how language variation is distributed, the level of
knowledge that a person has over their own language and even predict behaviour
(Ladegaard 2000; Wicker 1969). Language attitudes can have a major influence on
language and educational policies, e.g. attitude surveys often provide valuable
information for language planners (Ruíz 1984). Sometimes this language planning
can have disastrous consequences (Kaplan et al. 2011), as is often the case in deaf
education (Humphries et al. 2014). In relation to sign languages, the study of lan-
guageattitudes is considered tobe extremely important, as it is intrinsically linked to
policies in deaf education, which is a major issue worldwide (Burns et al. 2001).

Although deaf people in theUKhave used sign language for centuries (Jackson
1990; Kyle and Woll 1985; Ladd 2003), sign language is rarely used in education,
even today. This is largely due to misconceptions about the language itself and its
impact on educational attainment. Generally, many professionals working with
deaf children and their families (e.g. in medicine and education) believe that sign
languages are not real or full languages and would prevent deaf children from
learning to speak. In the past, deaf children were often penalised in schools for
signing. Even when sign language has been used in education, teachers would
often use more English-based signing.1 Earlier studies on ASL (American Sign

1 English-based sign systems such as Signed Exact English (SEE) in the US or Sign Supported
English (SSE) in the UK use some manual signs from the surrounding natural sign language but
using English grammar (and often spoken simultaneously with English). These English-based
systems are different from natural sign languages which arise naturally in deaf communities like
ASL and BSL which are grammatically different from spoken languages like English.
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language) showed that this led to students believing that ASL is ‘broken English’ or
‘bad English’ (Kannapell 1989). Ward Trotter (1989) explored attitudes of teachers
towards deaf ASL signers and found that teachers’ language attitudes influenced
their relationship with students, which impacted interactions in the classroom. In
addition, Ward-Trotter (1989) found that teachers rated English-based signing
higher than ASL using matched-guise techniques. In relation to BSL, Ladd (2003)
explains that deaf people have formed internalised, negative attitudes about sign
languages and this is probably largely due to hearing people’s attitudes towards
sign languages, e.g. hearing educators working with deaf children often have
negative attitudes towards deafness and sign languages (Krausneker 2015). More
recent studies have shown that deaf people’s own language attitudes towards sign
languages are becoming more positive (Hill 2012; Supalla and Clark 2014). For
example, Hill’s (2012) seminal study into language attitudes of deaf people towards
ASL and English based signing using match-guise techniques, found that com-
ments from deaf people became increasingly negative as the signing becamemore
‘English like’. Signers who used English features in their signing were said to ‘look
hearing’ and within deaf communities this is not a compliment. This change in
language attitudes has occurred for several reasons: research in the 1960s and
1970s showed that sign languages like BSL and ASL are in fact real languages
(Brennan 1975; Stokoe 1960); sign languages are more visible in the media (De
Meulder 2018; Stamp et al. 2014); official recognition of sign languages has
occurred in many countries (De Meulder 2015); and, there has been a huge rise in
the number of hearing people learning sign languages in many countries (De
Meulder 2018).

There is now a growing body of work exploring language attitudes in different
sign languages. These have focused on attitudes towards sign languages in general
(Burns et al. 2001; Krausneker 2015; Kusters 2014), attitudes surrounding language
planning, policy and revitalisation (De Meulder 2018; McKee 2017; Snoddon 2018),
attitudes towards bimodal bilingualism in ASL and English (Mitchiner 2014), at-
titudes of deaf students towards sign languages (Fenn 1992; McDonnell 1992;
Matthews 1996), and impact of language attitudes on the recognition of sign lan-
guages (Conama 2020). However, very few studies have explored attitudes towards
social variation in sign languages, including attitudes towards regional variation.
Baer et al. (1996) explored attitudes towards different regional groups of ASL
signers and found some evidence that some variants in ASL were viewed more
positively than others. For example, some respondents felt that signing at Gal-
laudet University inWashington, D.C. (the only university in theworld for deaf and
hard of hearing students) was hard to keep up with, which led them to believe that
signing should be the same across the USA (Baer et al. 1996). Others mentioned
that sign variants in Washington D.C. are ‘proper’ and that people sign faster in
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Washington D.C. In addition, some sign variants were considered better than
others: e.g. when referring to Horace Mann School for deaf children in Boston,
some felt that ‘Horace’ should be fingerspelt rather than signed using the ASL sign
for ‘horse’ as some signers do (as the word ‘Horace’ resembles the word ‘horse’).
One of the respondents said that they would correct a person’s signing if they
caught them using the ‘wrong’ variant. In another study, Eichmann (2009)
explored attitudes of DGS (German Sign Language) teachers towards sign lan-
guage standardisation across Germany. She found that participants felt that calls
for standardisation usually came from outside of the sign language community,
which they considered to be a threat to their language and community.

The studies on language attitudes in ASL and DGS covered in this section have
thus looked at attitudes towards signed vs spoken language and some towards
regional variation. Before we go on to explore language attitudes towards regional
variation inBSL,weneed to first look at documentation of regional variation inBSL
in terms of linguistic behaviour.

1.2 Regional variation in BSL

In BSL, there is extensive regional variation at the lexical level and a considerable
amount of research documenting this, especially in the use of signs for colours,
numbers, countries and UK place names (Brown and Cormier 2017; Proctor 2016;
Quinn 2010; Stamp 2016; Stamp et al. 2016; Sutton-Spence et al. 1990). Despite this
variation, it has been consistently reported that comprehension levels between
signers of different regions are quite high (Elton 2010; Stamp et al. 2014; Woll et al.
1991). However, this has not always been the case, as in the 1980s, signers reported
that they did not easily understand people from other regions (Jordan and Battison
1987; Kyle and Allsop 1982). At the time, 40% of the people interviewed reported
that they had never met a deaf person that lived over 125 miles away and less than
half of the people interviewed had travelled more than 50 miles away in that year
(Kyle and Allsop 1982). This may explain why mutual intelligibility was quite low
amongst signers of different regions at that time. In addition, some regional var-
iants have been reported to be more difficult to understand than others. Kyle and
Allsop (1982) reported that people residing in the Avon area of the UK (SouthWest)
found those who lived further up North more difficult to understand, with Scottish
signers considered the most difficult. Interview data from Woll et al. (1991) show
that signers around the UK reported people from Northern Ireland as the most
difficult to understand (44%), with signers from Scotland considered the second
most difficult to understand (13%). Mutual intelligibility has increased since then,
however. In 1981, the long-running BBC television programme for BSL signers, See
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Hear, was first broadcast. Clive Mason, a long standing presenter of See Hear,
started presenting on the show in 1984 and being Scottish himself, it was the first
time signers from all over the UK had regular exposure to another regional variant
of BSL (Elton 2006, 2010). The increased exposure to regional varieties of BSL via
media outlets such as this, followed thenby the Internet, aswell as increased travel
have all contributed to increased language contact between regions and therefore
also the increase in mutual intelligibility amongst BSL signers since that time
(Stamp et al. 2014; Sutton-Spence and Woll 1999; Sutton-Spence et al. 1990).

One result of this increase in language contact across regions is that some
signers accommodate to others. In a study on accommodation focusing on lexical
signs, Stamp et al. (2016) found that signers from Glasgow and Manchester
exhibited the most short-term accommodative behaviour compared to signers
from other regions. Older signers were also less likely than younger signers to
accommodate to their conversational partner. However, rates of accommodation
were overall fairly low. In addition, with or without accommodative behaviour,
signers from different regions were able to converse with one another with relative
ease. In a separate study, BSL signers struggled to understand signs for colours
when produced in isolation and without any English mouthing (Stamp 2016),
suggesting a reliance on context and lipreading to aid comprehension of these
signs in normal conversation.Mouthing occurswhen a signer produces a part or all
of an English word on the mouth while signing (Boyes Braem and Sutton-Spence
2001). A result of language contact with majority spoken languages, mouthing is
often used by signers to disambiguate meanings or senses of particular signs
(Brown and Cormier 2017; Proctor 2016; Stamp 2016). In addition to regional
variation in the lexicon, regional differences have also been found in BSL in the use
of English mouthing. Proctor (2016) found evidence that signers from the South of
the UK (Bristol and London) mouth more than signers from the North of the UK
(Belfast and Glasgow).

Although it is clear that there is still extensive regional variation in BSL at the
lexical level (Stamp 2016; Stamp et al. 2016), there is some evidence that regionally
distinct varieties in BSL are now in decline. Specifically, Stamp et al. (2014, 2015)
found that younger signers used fewer regionally distinct sign variants in com-
parison to older signers who used more regional variants, which indicates that
levelling of regional variation is taking place in BSL. Region of school attendance
also significantly predicted lexical choice, such that participants who had atten-
ded a local school (within their current region of residence) used more regional
signs than thosewho had attended school outside their current region (Stamp et al.
2014). Stamp et al. speculate that levelling in BSL may be linked to the closures of
centralised deaf schools and increased language contact amongst British signers.
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Schools for deaf children are an important factor in regional variation for BSL.
In fact, some people describe regional variation in BSL in terms of ‘school-lects’,
rather than ‘dialects’ as in the past (prior to the 1970s) most deaf people attended
residential schools for deaf children. Residential schools for deaf children in
Britain can be traced back to the 18th century and as travel was limited at the time,
it is unlikely that deaf children and adults had much contact with deaf people
outside their schools/regions (Schembri et al. 2010). This allowed for regional
variants in BSL to flourish, explaining the extensive lexical variation we see in BSL
today (Stamp et al. 2014). Deaf school-leavers would then continue to use those
regional signs in the local community and hence they are associated with the
region of that school. Quinn (2010) explains this process as ‘schoolisation’.

Deaf schools have thus contributed to lexical variation in BSL but they have
also been important in the transmission of BSL from generation to generation. This
is in part due to the unique demographics of deaf communities. Only 5–10%of deaf
children are native signers, born into deaf, signing families. The vast majority,
90–95%, are born into hearing families, most of whom do not sign (Mitchell and
Karchmer 2004). Age of sign language acquisition in deaf children from hearing
families varies greatly, depending on when they first encounter deaf signers
(traditionally this has been at deaf schools). Language background – i.e. whether a
signer comes from a deaf or hearing family, and the age at which they started
acquiring BSL – has been found to be an important social factor in some aspects of
regional variation. For example, Stamp et al. (2014) found that signers from deaf
families were more likely to use traditional signs specific to their region compared
to those fromhearing families. Also Stamp (2016) found that deaf signers fromdeaf
families recognised more regional sign variants outside their own region in com-
parison to those from hearing families.

In addition to lexical signs, another feature of BSL that exhibits regional
variation is the use of fingerspelling. Fingerspelling consists of producing a series
of manual alphabet letters (which for BSL signers, involves use of two hands), to
represent English words. Previous research has found that there are regional dif-
ferences in the amount of fingerspelling that signers from different regions use
(Brown and Cormier 2017; Sutton-Spence et al. 1990). Sutton-Spence et al. (1990)
found that signers from Scotland and Northern Ireland were more likely to use a
large amount of fingerspelling when signing (over 80 fingerspelt words per 100
sentences in these regions) compared to signers from the South West of England
where they fingerspelt less than 40 words per 100 sentences. In another study,
older signers fromGlasgowandBelfast weremore likely to fingerspell eachword in
full (i.e. spell out each letter of the word manually) in comparison to signers’ from
other regions in theUK (Birmingham, Bristol, London andManchester) (Brownand
Cormier 2017).
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It is clear that there are regional differences in linguistic behaviour relating to
use of lexical signs, fingerspelling, and mouthing, all of which can be influenced
by certain additional social factors such as age, language background and school
location. In addition, there is evidence that lexical variation in BSL came about as a
result of where major deaf schools were based but more recently, due to the
closures of those schools and increased contact, lexical levelling in BSL seems to
be taking place. However, very little is known about how aware BSL signers are of
various aspects of this variation and whether their attitudes/beliefs about regional
variation aligns with what has been found relating to linguistic behaviour. The
current study addresses the research question: What are BSL signers’ attitudes
towards regional variation? In the discussion, we also consider to what extent
those beliefs align with signers’ linguistic behaviour.

2 Methods

This study uses data from the BSL Corpus (http://bslcorpusproject.org). The BSL
Corpus consists of video data from 249 signers from eight regions in the UK (Bel-
fast, Birmingham, Bristol, Cardiff, Glasgow, London, Manchester and Newcastle),
alongwith relatedmetadata and annotations. Participantswerefilmed in pairs and
asked to have a general conversation amongst themselves (theywere not given any
specific topics to discuss), to complete a lexical elicitation task where they were
asked to give their signs for different concepts, to tell a personal story in BSL and
additionally, they were interviewed about their beliefs and attitudes on BSL – for
more in-depth information, see Schembri et al. (2013). The data for the current
study was taken from the interview component of the BSL Corpus. In the in-
terviews, participants were asked 13 questions about their attitudes towards so-
ciolinguistic variation and change in BSL. Interviews were conducted by deaf
community fieldworkers, local to each region, and questions were asked and
answered in BSL. English versions of the questions are available at https://
bslcorpusproject.org/wp-content/uploads/BSLCPInterviewQuestionnaire.pdf.
There were five interview questions in relation to regional variation in BSL, which
we focus on for this study: (1) Do deaf people in your area use signs that are
different from the signs used in other parts of the UK? Give specific examples (e.g.
colours, numbers etc.). (2) Do you have trouble understanding deaf people from
other places in the UK? If so, which areas? (3) Aside from different signs, are there
other differences in how people from other areas use sign language? (e.g. finger-
spelling,mouthing etc.)? (4) If youmoved to a different part of theUK, do you think
it is important to use the signs in that area, or would you carry on using your own
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signs? (5) Do you think that everyone should use the same signs across all of the
UK? Why/why not?

2.1 Participants and sites

Responses to the interview questions from 121 participants from six regions were
analysed in this study. Twenty participants from Belfast, Birmingham, Glasgow,
London and Manchester, and 21 from Bristol, were selected ensuring there was a
mixture of participants of different ages, genders and language backgrounds (i.e.
family backgrounds – deaf versus hearing families). This was to ensure that there
would be less bias in the data, as different social factors may influence language
attitudes. There was also a mix of signers with and without teaching experience in
BSL. This is an additional social factor that might influence language attitudes,
given that teachers often have prescriptive attitudes towards the language they
teach (see Table 1 for participant demographics).

3 Data analysis

Thematic analysis is a qualitative researchmethodology used to identify, organise,
analyse, describe and reports themes found within a particular dataset. It is has

Table : Social factors of participants (n = ), including age, gender, family background, BSL
teaching experience and region.

Belfast Birmingham Bristol Glasgow London Manchester Total

Age group
–       

–       

+       

Gender
Male       

Female       

Family background
Deaf       

Hearing       

Teaching experience
Yes       

No       

Unknown       

Total participants in
each region

      
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been used in a wide range of fields in e.g. education and the social sciences
(Blandford et al. 2016; Castleberry andNolen 2018), and is often used in qualitative
analysis of interview data. In the current study, a thematic analysis of the data was
carried out following the six-phase approach outlined in Braun and Clark (2006).
This involves: (1) familiarisation of the data, (2) generating some initial notes and
codes for emergent themes, (3) searching for those themes, (4) collating those
themes together, (5) searching and reviewing themes and then (6) reporting
analysis of those themes.

Before beginning the thematic analysis, all of the responses to the five ques-
tions linked to regional variation were translated from BSL to English in ELAN
(Wittenburg et al. 2006). Translations were done by registered and fully qualified
BSL/English interpreters/translators and checked for accuracy by a deaf, native
BSL signer (first author). Edits to the translations were made when necessary. The
translation process allowed the first author to become familiar with the data and
during this time notes were taken of patterns that emerged from the data (phase
one). Responses from each participant for each of the five interview questions of
interest were then coded in a single ELAN file (phase two). By coding, wemean that
responses in relation to each question asked were identified. Responses from their
conversational partner were translated and coded in a separate ELAN file, if they
were included in the selection. Although each ELAN file focused on a single
participant, their responses to their conversational partner were recorded and
notesweremade in the comments tier to ensure that each responsewas analysed in
relation to the context of the conversation between both participants (Fig. 1).

Figure 1: Example of annotations within a single ELAN file (LN25, 00:14:562). The FreeTransl tier
refers to English translations of the participants’ responses, which was produced in BSL.

2 Eachparticipant in the corpushas their own code, in this case the participant’s code is LN25– i.e.
participant number 25 from London. Each ELAN file represents the utterances of a single partic-
ipant and the timings shown are where you would find the utterances (from the start of the video)
referred to in this paper. Data are available here: https://bslcorpusproject.org/data/
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The translations were then exported to Excel, allowing us to identify, analyze
and review themes that come from the data (phases three and four). Responses in
relation to each theme were examined and themes were refined where necessary
(phase five), whichwas done in preparation for reporting those themes (phase six).

4 Results and discussion

In this section, we report and discuss attitudes of signers towards regional varia-
tion in BSL. Themes that emerged will be reported under separate sections.

Before we go on to report the different themes that came up in this study, we
need to first clarify some terminology – especially ‘accent’ and ‘dialect’ – as they
relate to sign languages. Signers often use a sign meaning ‘accent’ accompanied
with the English mouthing, ‘accent’, see https://bslsignbank.ucl.ac.uk/dictionary/
words/accent-1.html, to refer to lexical differences across regions. Strictly speaking,
accents refer to sociophonetic variation in languages i.e. differences in the way
words or signs are pronounced by people from a particular country, area or social
group. As we note below in Section 4.10, it is not clear that there is sociophonetic
variation of this type in sign languages amongst deaf signers. This is also the reason
we avoid talking about regional variants in BSL as ‘dialects’ since a dialect typically
involves systematic differences in phonology, lexicon and grammar. In sign lan-
guages like BSL, there is clear evidence of regional variation at the lexical level but
less so at other levels of linguistic structure.

4.1 Awareness of extensive variation

The most obvious theme that emerged in interview responses was awareness of
regional variation in BSL. Signers were aware of the extensive lexical variation in
BSL and seemed to be fascinated by this, as indicated by looks of animation whilst
discussing different regional variants with their conversational partner. Signers
were able to give many examples as to what regional variation they were aware of.
Signers were quite confident in giving examples and could specify which region
they believed particular signs came from. For example, one signer from Glasgow
commented on a sign meaning ‘car’ used in Newcastle (see Figure 2).

This sign is indeed produced by Newcastle signers in the BSL Corpus narrative
data (e.g. NC19, 00:03:43). Another signer, from Bristol, commented on number
signs used in Manchester – as demonstrated in Figure 3. The number system in
Manchester is indeed traditionally two-handed, andmanyManchester signers in the
BSL Corpus lexical elicitation task (especially older signers) produced two-handed
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signs as their preferred signs for numbers six to ten (as documented in BSL Sign-
Bank: https://bslsignbank.ucl.ac.uk/regional/numbersigns/). However, preferred
signs for numbers 11 to 19producedbyManchester signers (as part of theBSLCorpus
lexical elicitation task) were one-handed, by signers of all ages (Stamp 2013). Stamp
et al. (2015) note that lexical levelling is taking place with number signs in BSL, and
the traditional two-handed number system in Manchester is now falling out of
favourwith one-handedvariants used for numbers 11 to 19 instead. Thus in this case,
the signer shown in Figure 3 is aware of the older traditional Manchester signs for
numbers but perhapsnot of the recent levelling (at the time ofwriting this form isnot
yet attested in the BSL Corpus, even amongst older signers in Manchester).

Figure 2: Signer (GW17, 00:02:03) demonstrating Newcastle sign for ‘car’.

Figure 3: Signer (BL13, 00:02:49) demonstrating Manchester number signs (this is erroneously
believed to be the traditional Manchester number 12, when it is closer to the traditional
Manchester number seven or 17). This shows awareness of the numbering system but as this
signer doesn’t use the system, they did not match the correct number to the sign.

Accent or not? Language attitudes in BSL 11
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Signers discussed their own regional signs for numbers and colours and how
this differed to what they had seen elsewhere in the UK Other examples that were
discussed often were different signs signifying ‘people’, ‘toilet’ and the days of the
week. Signers were aware that in Belfast and Glasgow, they have different signs to
represent the days of the week compared to the rest of the UK In addition, the
differences between signs used by Glasgow signers who attended St. Vincent’s
School for Deaf Children and those who didn’t were discussed – for example,
lexical differences in number signs. As St Vincent’s School for Deaf Children was a
Catholic school, many of the educators who worked there were Irish and the
predominant sign language was ISL (Irish Sign Language) (Leeson et al. 2015).
Although in close proximity to BSL, ISL is historically more related to French Sign
Language than to BSL and its lexicon is quite different to BSL, hence the reason for
the differences betweenGlasgow signerswhoattended StVincent’s School for Deaf
Children versus those who did not (Leeson et al. 2015).

These reports of extensive lexical variation are consistent with what has been
reported in several studies, that the BSL lexicon does indeed vary greatly across
regions (Quinn 2010; Stamp et al. 2014; Sutton-Spence and Woll 1999).

4.2 Attitudes towards extensive variation

Signers’ feelings about the extensive variation in BSLweremostly positive. Signers
explicitly expressed that they were proud of their own regional sign variants,
which is similar to what has been reported in studies looking into ideologies
surrounding British English (Coupland and Bishop 2007). In addition, signers
reported that they felt that the extensive lexical variation contributed to the rich-
ness of BSL as a language and is a part of the British deaf culture.

Signers often made positive comments like ‘I like all the variations across
different areas, it is interesting3’ (BL29, 00:09:58:500). Additionally, signers
mentioned that they quite enjoyed trying to guess which region signers were from
uponmeeting them for the first time. One signer felt that ‘when youmeet someone,
it is like a guessing game’, expressed with a smile that indicates this is a positive
thing, (BL10, 00:09:54) and another mentioned that ‘it is interesting to recognise
that someone looks like they are fromNewcastle’ (BL23, 00:14:40). They felt that ‘if
sign language became standardised, it would be boring’ (GW01, 00:14:55).

3 Although examples are shown as quotations, it should be noted that these are direct quotations
of the English translation of the participants’ responses which were in BSL. Researchers may
register (https://bslcorpusproject.org/cava/restricted-access-data/) to gain access to both the
interview responses in BSL and the English translations.
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In general, signers seemed to show pride in how BSL varied across regions
with one signer explaining that ‘each region has pride in having its own’ (BM15,
00:06:41) and another saying that, ‘as for myself, I follow my signs which come
from Manchester as that is where I come from with pride’ (MC28, 00:04:08:500).
People seemed to enjoy discussing the differences in signs across regions, often
discussing regional variation with animated looks on their faces and expressing
looks of surprise/delight when they learnt of a new sign variant. For example, after
learning of a new sign for ‘six’, one signer repeated this new sign and said,
‘different, ah interesting’ (BF15, 00:02:02). Many expressed the belief that
‘different signs are more interesting’ (e.g. BL02, 00:09:54) and that we should
‘keep all the varieties, they are interesting’ (BL28, 00:08:32:500). A few signers said
that having their own regional signs ‘is a part of their culture’ (MC21, 00:04:50) and
another believed that ‘if signs were standardised, I feel deaf culture would not be
there’ (BF18, 00:08:44:500), highlighting the perceived relationship between
regional variation and British deaf culture.

4.3 Mouthing

Mouthing is a part of BSL and signers in this study believed that mouthing varied
quite a bit amongst signers, no matter what region they came from. This is
consistent with signers’ linguistic behaviour, as Proctor (2016) found enormous
variation in the amount mouthing used across individual signers from different
regions. Proctor also found some regional patterns in the use of mouthing – i.e.
signers from the North of the UK (in Glasgow and Belfast) mouthed less compared
to signers from the South of the UK (in London and Bristol). Interviewees in the
current study also noticed that mouthing generally whilst signing seemed to occur
more frequently amongst signers from the South of the UK compared to those from
the North of the UK. This was mostly observed by signers from Glasgow (7/17) and
by signers from the South of England (i.e. Bristol and London) who were from deaf
families (10/17), which indicates that signers from deaf families may have
increased metalinguistic awareness in relation to BSL. Signers from deaf families
may be more sensitive to various linguistic nuances such as regional differences,
as they have been exposed to fluent language models from birth, and are more
likely to have experienced more exposure to different varieties of BSL compared to
signers from hearing families.

In addition to frequency of mouthing, signers often reported that they notice
that mouth patterns are different across regions and that these differences are
influenced by British English accents. Signers are aware that the English word
‘bath’ is pronounced differently in the North and South of England with
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Northerners producing the word with the low front vowel [æ] and southerners
producing thewordwith the lowback vowel [ɑ], and they report that this difference
is reflected in the English mouthings of signers in those regions. Other examples
are the rhotic and non-rhotic versions of ‘mother’ and ‘father’; signers report that
signers from Bristol tend to produce rhotic mouthings of these words (and the
Bristolian English dialect is rhotic). This is consistent with studies that have shown
that English accents can be identified through silent speech. For example, (Ellis et
al. 2001) found that deaf people (both BSL signers and non-signerswho use spoken
English) were influenced by visible English accents, with deaf people from the
South of England performing better on a test of speechreading because the English
speakers on the test had southern English dialects. In addition, a study looking
into the effects of British regional accents on silent speechreading found that
hearing people are also influenced by visible regional accents, with speakers more
likely to understand silent speech of speakers from their own regions (Irwin et al.
2011). These studies indicate that English accent differences are visible on the
mouth.

A few signers commented that they felt ‘people who don’t move their mouth
much are strong BSL users’ (BM05, 00:06:03, with a similar comment from GW20,
00:03:38). When deaf BSL signers use the term ‘strong BSL’, this usually means
that a person signs BSL with minimal English influence (e.g. few English mouth-
ings). As BSL is in close contact to English, with most deaf BSL signers being
bilingual in BSL and English to some extent, most signers will incorporate lin-
guistic features from BSL and English in their signing (see Figure 4). ‘Strong BSL’

Figure 4: A cline of language mixing varieties in the British deaf community (Schembri et al.
2013).
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refers to a variety of BSL that may have some English influence but where BSL is
clearly dominant over English. There were various observations about ‘strong BSL’
in the context of signers who use little mouthing, but none linked to particular
regions.

4.4 Fingerspelling

Studies into fingerspelling in BSL have shown that there are regional differences in
the amount of fingerspelling used across regions, with signers from Scotland and
Northern Ireland fingerspelling the most (Brown and Cormier 2017; Sutton-Spence
et al. 1990). In the current study, signers reported that there were regional differ-
ences in the use of fingerspelling and they felt those who lived in Scotland tended
tofingerspellmore than thosewho live in the South of England,which is consistent
with these studies reporting linguistic behaviour. However, several participants
felt that fingerspelling is used more in North of England as well e.g. ‘I think they
fingerspell more in the North and in Scotland’ (BM22, 08:58:50), which is not
consistent with findings from Brown and Cormier (2017) who found no significant
differences found between frequency of fingerspelling in Manchester vs other re-
gions. Also BSL signers in this study did not mention that Northern Ireland signers
used more fingerspelling as Brown and Cormier found. In a study on ASL, some
signers also commented that fingerspelling was faster andmore prevalent in some
areas in the USA (Baer et al. 1996); however it is unclear whether or not this
correlates with linguistic behaviour.

4.5 School-lects

Some signers reported that variation in BSL was more linked to where deaf people
went to school rather than where they lived. For example, some commented that
‘how you sign depends onwhere youwent to school’ (BM10, 00:14:47) and another
explained ‘as for the regions, mostly it depends on which school was attended’
(BL32, 00:04:21). They explained that regional variation is likely to have occurred
as a result of deaf schools being set up in different regional areas and that therewas
quite a lot of lexical variation between different deaf schools, e.g. ‘different signs
come from different schools’ (LN09, 00:01:50). This process has been identified as
a process of ‘schoolisation’, where variation in signs seem to be mainly linked to
the location of residential schools for deaf children (Quinn 2010). There is
considerable evidence that variation in BSL has come about as a result of where
schools were located (Deuchar 1981; Jackson 1990; Lee 2004) and this study shows
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that some signers in the UK are aware of this phenomenon. The current study
shows that members of the British deaf community are clearly aware of the
importance of deaf schools for preserving BSL. The deaf community see current
educational policies, especially the increase in the mainstream education of deaf
children, as a threat to BSLgenerally, and particularly the regional varieties in BSL,
reporting that deaf children in mainstream schools ‘would sign with speech and
their own made up signs’ (MC25, 00:05:56). As Kannapell (1989) pointed out,
‘language planningmeans identity planning’, and the decline in regional varieties
in BSL may have an impact on signers’ regional identity.

4.6 Comprehension

One of the interview questions about region was explicitly about comprehension –
i.e. ‘Do you have trouble understanding deaf people from other places in the UK? If
so, which areas?’ but the theme of comprehension also emerged in relation to the
other region questions. In general, people often commented that they do not have
great trouble understanding signers from different regions. They noted that if an
issue did arise, it is easy enough to ask for clarification and usually this was to
clarify a single sign that they may not have come across before. This was why
signers felt BSL standardisation of regional signs is not necessary as signers from
different regions can communicate without issue. In addition, signers did some-
timesmention that some signers from specific regions weremore difficult to follow
compared to other regions, including Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales. In
particular, several signers mentioned the Scottish sign for ‘arrangement’ and how
misunderstandings often came about as this sign means ‘sex’ in other parts of the
UK see Figure 5.

Figure 5: Signer demonstrating Scottish sign for ‘arrangement’, which means ‘sex’ in other
parts of the UK.
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Stamp (2016) found that Scottish signs had the lowest recognition rates for
signers from other regions in a lexical recognition task, which supports the belief
that Scottish signers are hardest to follow. Two other older studies also reported
that non-Scottish signers found Scottish signers were difficult to understand
compared to signers from other regions (Kyle and Allsop 1982; Woll et al. 1991).
Signers also mentioned that they found people from Northern Ireland hard to
follow (Woll et al. 1991), which aligns with what signers in the current study
reported, several decades later.

Signers expressed the belief that the use of English mouthings helped with
understanding signers from different regions. Signers mentioned that they usually
relied on mouthings and that they ‘would keep watching the mouth, lipreading’
(BM29, 00:01:29) when their conversational partner was signing as, ‘sometimes
you need mouthings to make things clear, in context’ (BL13, 00:05:31). Signers
sometimes commented that if a signer from a different region did not use any
mouthing at all, they would struggle to understand that signer, e.g. ‘if there is no
mouthing, I don’t understand, no’ (BL09, 00:05:05). These findings corresponds
with what has been found in previous literature. In Stamp (2016) and Stamp et al.
(2016), comprehension was found to be quite low when BSL signs were presented
in isolation and without mouthing compared to comprehension levels during
conversation. Some studies have shown that mouthing helps signers to disam-
biguate different signs – this is true for BSL and for some other sign languages
(Hiddinga and Crasborn 2011; Stamp et al. 2015). As mentioned earlier, signers
sometimes noticed that mouth patterns would be different in signers from the
North and South of the UK (reflecting British English accents). Sometimes these
differences in mouthing would throw signers off and cause them not to be able to
understand their conversational partner e.g. ‘coke’mouthedwith [oː] or [ɔː] in some
northern varieties of English like Yorkshire vs mouthed with [əʊ] in southern
varieties of English like RP. Signers explained that in these cases, they would have
to use fingerspelling in order to disambiguate.

4.7 Accommodation

In the current study, regardless of their own region, signers claimed that they
would adapt their signs if they moved to a different part of the UK and felt that it
was important to do so in order to fit in with the local deaf community. One study
found evidence of short-term accommodative behaviour in signers across four
different regions; Belfast, Glasgow, Manchester and Newcastle (Stamp et al. 2016),
which supports what signers say about their own linguistic behaviour. However,
rates of accommodation in the Stamp et al. study were overall fairly low. It is
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difficult to extrapolate this to accommodation that might happen in longer-term
situations (e.g. moving to a new region). The same study found that there were
some regional differences in the short-term accommodative behaviour of BSL
signers, with those from Glasgow and Manchester accommodating more to a
conversational partner from a different region compared to those from Belfast and
Newcastle. This was not flagged up by participants in the current study.

Signers in the current study explained that the process of adapting their signs
would not always be conscious and that ‘there’s no trying to fit in, without
thinking, it just comes naturally’ (BF02, 00:06:00). Signers expressed that they are
happy to switch between different regional varieties and often did so when they
moved to a newarea. Some explained that adopting new signswhen theymoved to
a new area is important, as it allows you to fit in better with that community – one
explained, ‘yeah, you’d have to because you’re moving to their area and their
signing culture’ (BF13, 00:07:02). Signers felt that if they kept using their original
signs and refused to adapt to the regions in which they lived, they would struggle
tomake new friends and to fit in the local deaf community. For example, one signer
from Belfast talked of their experience of visiting a deaf club in Scotland: ‘In a deaf
club in Scotland, you can’t just sign, they will not get what you’re saying, you have
to change your signs to fit in’ (BF16, 00:07:15). Some signers moved away from
their regions, only to return later and they were able to switch back to their former
signs e.g. a signer fromManchester who noted ‘when I return to visitmy homeland,
I would go back to my own native signs’ (MC15, 00:08:22) and one from Glasgow
who said ‘returning to my family in England, I’d change back to English signs’
(GW25, 00:08:49). There were no comments about why they would switch back to
their own native signs or about any difficulty in doing so, which might suggest it
felt natural – once again accommodating to those in the local community but this
time with the signs they grew up with.

In some instances, although signers said they would adapt to a particular
region, there were some signs that they would not adopt or some they would keep.
Some signers commented that liking or disliking a particular sign influences how
they would choose to sign. For example, one person from London said that they
would not adopt the Manchester number signs, as they disliked them and another
person who went to Doncaster College kept the Doncaster sign for ‘kitchen’ when
they returned to Birmingham because they really liked that particular sign (see
Figure 6 below).

Others commented that ‘a hearing person would not change their accent’
(GW02, 00:15:20) and that ‘you can’t force them all to not have an accent and all
sound the same’ (BM23, 00:09:14). They noted that hearing people also find it hard
to change their accents when they move somewhere else: ‘hearing people have
spoken accents and when they move somewhere else, it is hard to change their
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accent’ (BM06, 00:06:31). We return to this issue of comparing lexical variation to
accent, below.

4.8 Respecting regional variation

As signers were proud of their regional signs, they sometimes expressed anger or
disappointment when some of their regional signs had died out or if people
‘brought’ signs from outside the region into their regions, thus ‘contaminating’
their regional sign variants. Signers, particularly those who teach BSL, felt that
people should respect regional variation and stick to the signs used in that region
when they come ormove to the area. Several who had BSL teaching experience felt
strongly that BSL teachers from outside of the region should teach students signs
that originated from that particular region, commenting that ‘they should show
respect for teaching our signs here’ (BL11, 00:09:51) and ‘if they are teaching sign
language here, they should change to Bristol signs’ (BL11, 00:09:33).

Some felt that not everyone respected regional differences and would ‘bring’
their signs to that region, influencing others and thus changing the signs used in
that region. One signer from Birmingham noted with indignation, ‘you can’t just
bringWolverhampton signs and not let go of them’ (BM21, 00:10:36), meaning that
people should not persist in usingWolverhampton signs if they choose to reside in
Birmingham. They felt that this was the cause of regional signs dying out, in part
because of people not respecting or using regional signs, which shows some
awareness that lexical levelling is taking place (Stamp et al. 2014, 2015).

Figure 6: Signer demonstrating sign for ‘kitchen’.
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4.9 Status of BSL

The status of BSL as a language onparwith spoken languages seemed to be amajor
concern for signers when discussing regional variation. Several signers felt that
regional variation in BSL is equivalent to accents in English and because there is a
lot of regional accents for spoken English, BSL should continue to have their own
regional signs. Several signers believed that regional variation in BSL is equivalent
to accents in spoken English, e.g. ‘it’s the same as hearing people, they have
accents’ (BF05 (00:08:01), with similar comments from BF27 (00:07:44), GW24
(00:07:57)). Some signers expressed the belief that if English speakers have ac-
cents thenBSL signers have every right to have regional variation, they felt that this
made the statuses of BSL and English equal. ‘Hearing people don’t change their
accents’ (LN11, 00:02:46), so why should deaf people change their signs? Some
expressed that variation in BSL ‘demonstrates how rich and complex BSL is as a
language’ (BL23, 00:14:21) and it is the same for English: ‘the different accents
make it (English) a rich language’ (MC13, 00:08:24).

This sense of wanting to make sure BSL is of an equal status to English meant
that most signers were opposed to the idea of standardising BSL in terms of
regional variation – e.g. ‘well, if sign language were to be standardised, hearing
people should have to speak the same’ (BM16, 00:06:21). They believed that an
attempt to standardise BSL would not work, as it had been tried previously by
Wolverhampton University, as part of their interpreting training programme
(Eichmann 2009). Signers were concerned that ‘if BSL signs were standardised, it
would become inferior’ (LN11, 00:09:13), i.e. inferior to English. Some mentioned
that standardisation would only benefit hearing learners as the different regional
variants make it hard for them to remember all of the signs. Indeed, previous calls
for the standardisation of sign language inUKand elsewhere often stem from those
outside of deaf communities such as hearing educators and learners of sign lan-
guage (Adam 2015; Eichmann 2009). Most of those within the deaf community see
this as a threat and are resistant to such influences (Adam 2015; Eichmann 2009;
Ladd 2003).

Although most were opposed to standardising BSL, a few signers entertained
the possibility of maintaining regional variation, as well as creating a standard
form of BSL that could be used for the media, for education and for use with large
audiences. They explained that a standard form of BSL ‘would make it clear on
T.V.’ (MC10, 00:04:43), as well as for teaching deaf children and for attending
conferences. They commented that it would be ‘like speaking the Queen’s English
for the news, without an accent’ (BM22, 00:11:19) and this view is in line with
keeping the status of BSL on par with English. Some explained that the differences
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in regional signsmakes it difficult for hearing learners of BSL, as they have to learn
and remember the different variants. Others talked about BSL in schools
explaining that, ‘English is taught in a uniformway’ and that, ‘personally they feel
that to teach BSL in a school, it should also be uniform’ (BL32, 00:06:53). These
kinds of comments were not limited to those who had experience teaching BSL
themselves. Some ASL signers have also reported that they believed signs should
be the same all across the USA, as it can be hard to follow different varieties (Baer
et al. 1996).

4.10 Regional variation in BSL compared to English accents

The assumption by BSL signers that regional variation in BSL is equivalent to
accents in spoken languages is an interesting one. From a linguistic perspective,
‘accent’ specifically refers to sociophonetic variation. Sign languages are different
from spoken languages in this respect – i.e. accent (sociophonetic variation) is
much more prevalent and salient when it comes to region than lexical variation in
spoken languages. To date, there is little evidence of sociophonetic variation in
sign languages, including BSL (Schembri and Cormier 2019). Although sign lan-
guages exhibit extensive lexical variation, there is so far no evidence for regional
accent – i.e. sociophonetic variation – in any sign language (there might be evi-
dence for a “hearing” or “late learner” accent in BSL and other sign languages,
categorised by larger, more erratic movements, but this is related to fluency and
not to region (Schembri and Cormier 2019)). This prevalence of lexical rather than
sociophonetic variation is likely what enables to BSL signers to change and adapt
lexical variants when needed e.g. when moving to a new area (changing one’s
accent is muchmore difficult). But despite these differences in regional variation –
manyBSL signers clearly think of their use of regional signs as equivalent to accent
in spoken language. We suspect that regional lexical variants in sign languages
have the same language ideology as accents in spoken languages in that both are
salient and they mark regional identity. It may be this ideology that leads some
signers who believe that they would not accommodate to other signers in moving
to a new region to compare this to accommodation of accent in spoken language.

It is also clear from our data that regional variants are viewed in an over-
whelmingly positive light, as most say that they wish to keep their regional signs
and often discuss different regional signs with great interest. We did not find any
evidence of any particular regional variants being stigmatised, the way that some
accents are in spoken languages (Honey 1989). This could be for a number of
reasons. It may be due to lack of any particular standard or prestige regional
variety of BSL (which is itself likely due to lack of writing system). Or it could be a
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result of the methodology used (e.g. use of interview rather than experiment, the
way the questions were posed, and/or whether signers would have been
comfortable talking about stigmatised language on camera).

5 Conclusions

To conclude, this study into the attitudes and beliefs of signers of regional varia-
tion in BSL shows that some of those beliefs are indeed consistent with linguistic
behaviour indicating that BSL signers have high levels ofmetalinguistic awareness
of the language they use every day. This study has also brought to light some
ideologies surrounding regional variation in BSL and language standardisation,
with many signers exhibiting positive attitudes towards how much BSL varies
across regions. This sense of pride in their own regional varieties clearly influences
how signers discuss regional variation, their attitudes towards this variation and
language standardisation. Enormous value is placed on regional variation in BSL,
as this is deemed to contribute to the richness of BSL as a language and puts it on
equal footing to the surrounding majority language, i.e. English. However, there
are someattitudes andbeliefs that do not alignwith linguistic behaviour studied so
far, such as differences in accommodative behavior across regions or behaviours
that have not yet been explored inmuch depth e.g. recognising English accents via
silent mouthing, which could be a fruitful topic for future research. In addition, we
do not yet know how signers’ own social factors may influence these beliefs and
attitudes, which could also be an area to explore in the future.

Research funding: The study was supported by the Economic and Social Research
Council under the grant nos. ES/P002323/1 and ES/T009152/1.
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