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Thi haprer addres es eh under tudied area of sign language fieldwork, taking 
into account issue that may ari e in fieldwork on sign languages outside a con­
text of deaf1 edu ation and in multilingual and endangered settings. It discusses 
fieldwork for th purpose of description as well as for that of docwnentation. 
The hapter describe practi al interpersonal, and ethical issues in the field that 
pertain to collaboration with re earch assistants, consultants, and the larger 
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. . to more technical issues involved in sign language 
commumty. Then it tu~nds d ter technology is briefly touched upon, 
. ld k Th e of v1 eo an compu . l . I 

fie wor . e us . f d II t. n for grammatical ana ys1s. n l d b the toptc o ata co ec 10 d 
then fol owe Y . h ll . f lexical data and of meta ata, ary the chapter discusses t e co ectton o 
summ ' · f f. ld d t then the processing and analysis o ie a a. 

Introduction 

. f 1 · . tic data in their natural environ-
Linguistic fieldwork concerns the c~i11~ct10~ ~ ::::: of the laboratory or the library 

ment, that is, outsid~.t-~1e ;i;l~o L~ng:~:tco~eldwork is often done for the s~ke of 
(see Bowern, 2008; _aJl ' . cri tion There is a sound body of studies on 
language documentation and/or des p . . I cl' g handbooks and guides that 

d · h ken languages me u m . 
fieldwork concerne wit spo h cl l . '1 . es Although they address topics . l · I cl met O o og1ca 1ssu . . 
address practica ' socia ' an . k th se studies are in many respects highly 
related to the languages of heanng spea e~, e cl Ratliff 2001· Crowley, 2007; 
relevant for sign language fieldwork (e.g., ewman an ' ' 

Bowern, 2008; Thieb~rg~r, 2011). b of ublications specifically addressing the 
There is only a limned num er p The first one Stokoe and Kuschel's 

methodology of fieldwork _in sign langua;es. h is a 30-;age paper with check-
( 1979) A Field Guide for Sign Language esearc 't1·cal str·uctures and sociolin-

. · · f I · l items gramma ' 
lists for the el1c1tat1on o ex'.ca cl' ' . f how to use them. The second 

. d ll as with a 1scuss10n o . I 
guisttc meta ata as we k h ·eh a discussion of practtca ' 
Publication is Fischer (2009): ~ bolo c aptf~rldw 1 ork Finally in 2012 Zeshan 

h . I · ign anguage 1e w • , 
technical, and et tea issues m s I . I ges that discusses various field-
and Vos edited a volume on rura sign angua 

work-related issues. d' cl . .t languages used by large deaf 
f h · l ges stu 1e are maion Y . 

1 Most o t e sign angua cl d f h I in industrialized regions. Typical y, 
comm~nities that evolved aroun di:~ ~c !~no :,ists based in the countries where the 
these s,_gn languages have b~e1~~~t of th: dafa collection for these studies has taken 
respective langua?es are u~e . ." niversities and deaf organizations. 
place in well-eqmpped fac1ht1es at u . ber of linguists have studied sign 

At the same time a small but gro~m~ nut1:1 ns that are in a number of respects, 
'd f I · country m s1tua 10 , • 

languages outs1 e o t 1e1r own f h b t d'ed sign languages - for instance in 

radically different from t?o~e o t e etter s ~ I deaf education and modern tech­
communities that have ltm1te~ or_ n~ access f ~ f ss or assign a markedly differ­
nology, register an unusually high ilnc1dednce_o leaangn~ag,es Since deaf schools and 

. 1 . . deaf peop e an sign . cl' . 
ent soc1a pos1t10n to l . t for sign language the 1st1nc-. • f . · cl the natura env1ronmen ' d 
organ1zat10ns o ten prov1 e cl . t is not always straightforwar . 
tion between natural an~ controlle en;.1r~rnne~ :n undocumented sign languages 
However, the focus of this chapter is on ie wor 

in the former type of setting_. . . e or documentary purposes. I will 
I will discuss fieldwork issues for descnpt1v . l d technical challenges one 

. . f f the human practtca ' an h 
give an overview o some 

O 
. ' k h. hi' he' (1) differences from t e 

may face when doing sign language fteldwor ' ig ig mg 
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existing canon of data collection methods for ign language; and (2) differences 
from fieldwork on undocumented spoken language . 

Literacy, Bilingualism, and Endangerment 

Most sign languages studied so far share a striking number of ociolinguistic fea ­
tures; for instance they are u ed in highly literate ocieties, where (residential) 
deaf schools play a central role in the history of the signing community (see 
Ladd, 2003 ); and they are the dominant ign language of their country, being 
used by a signing community that con ists mainly of deaf signer . Undocumented 
sign languages may crucially differ in these re peers, with important implications 
for fieldwork practices. 

When sign languages have evolved and continue to be u ed out ide the context of 
deaf education, deaf signer are likely to be iJliterate, e pecially when literacy does 
not play a central role in the wider society and both deaf and hearing signers are 
typically semi-literate at best. Obviously this situation ru les out the use of written 
stimuli in any form, allowing only non-linguistic or monolingual stimuli. A monolin­
gual approach i seen as de irable for sign language re earch anyway, because of the 
ri k of transfer of feature from the written language (Fischer, 2009); but it is often 
not fully adhered to for practical reasons. A imilar risk of transfer of features exi ts 
when a contact ign language is used instead of the target sign language. This may be 
particularly difficult to avoid when a researcher is not fluent at the onset of the 
research project, which may be quite typical for fieldworkers from outside the sign­
ing community. The inacce sibility of writing not only forces a monolingual approach 
on the data collection method, but affects virtually all aspects of fieldwork, as will 
become clear later in this chapter. 

One of the reasons why sign languages may remain undocumented for a long time 
is their coexistence with a larger or more pre tigious sign language, which often leads 
to a negative perception of the local ign language and to a subsequent tendency to 
not overtly identify with its u e and/or to shift to the prestigious sign language. An 
example of this phenomenon occurs in I rael, where Algerian Jewish Sign Language 
is used next to I raeli Sign Language by deaf Algerian immigrant and their hearing 
relatives. Due to negative attitudes toward the language, Algerian Jewi h Sign 
Language i used as a_n in-group language and as a result its use was not noticed by 
sign lingui ts for several decades (Lanesman and Meir, 2012). Similar situations are 
typically found in countries where a high-prestige ign language is being used in deaf 
school (often of foreign origin), and local sign language are (incorrectly} being per­
ceived a inferior, as for example in tl1e ea e of Konchri Sain in Jamaica (Cumberbatch, 
2012). When signers hift from the low-prestige to the high-prestige sign language, 
the former often becomes endangered (see Nonaka, 2011). Such unbalanced uni­
modal bilingualism may affect the fieldwork in various ways. The endangered status 
of sign languages calls for efforts to document representative samples in order to 
enable analysi and applied use in the near or more distant future . . 

In contrast to mo t sign languages tudied so far, undocumented sign languages 
may have significant proportions of hearing signers. In the case of communities with 
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a high incidence of hereditary deafness, hearing signers often make up the majority 
of signers (Nyst, 2012). This situation of ba lanced bimodal bilingualism exists in 
tandem with the incidence of hereditary deafness and ha important implication for 
both data collection and analysis. 

Descriptive and Documentary Linguistics 

For spoken languages, there is a well-established tradition of writing reference 
grammars that describe the phonology, morphology, and syntax of the language and 
are optionally accompanied by a word list and samples of text (Ameka, Dench, and 
Evans, 2006). Such descriptions aim at being data-driven and make use of a reper­
toire of basic typological notions, which are referred to as "basic linguistic theory" 
by Dixon (1997). 

Writing reference grammars for sign languages is complicated by the shortage of 
standard methods and tools. First, no convenient phonetic notation system equivalent 
to the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) for spoken languages is available. 
Second, there is no standard procedure to identify the basic phonological and mor­
phological units of sign languages. Thus there is no standard way to adequately 
describe the gradient and iconic elements in the lexical and grammatical units or to 
analyze and describe the phoneme inventory of a given sign language. This makes it 
hard to describe sign languages in a way that aliows for the cross-linguistic comparison 
that would be necessary for a typology. Recently a collaborative European project has 
been launched to develop a blueprint for reference grammars of sign languages.2 

Traditionally, data collection in the field mainly served the purpose of linguistic 
analysis. More recently the process of data collection has developed into an 
independent field, in the form of documentary linguistics. Documentary linguistics 
aims at providing "a comprehensive record of the linguistic practices characteristic of 
a given speech community ... This ... differs fundamentally from ... language descrip­
tion[, which] aims at the record of a language ... as a system of abstract elements, 
constructions, and rules" (Himmelmann, 1998: 166). 

In view of the endangered state of an increasing number of spoken and signed lan­
guages on the one hand and the advance of digital technology on the other, the need 
was felt to collect representative samples of languages that are accessible to the 
academic community as well as to the community of users of the language at stake. 
To this end, data sets need to be representative (e.g., in terms of types of data, but 
also in terms of language users), accessible (e.g., in terms of annotation, but also 
practically), and sustainable over time (e.g., in the type of software or tools used). In 
addition, the involvement of the language community plays a central role in docu­
mentary linguistics. Thus ethical issues such as ownership of and access to the lan­
guage data, reciprocity between the researcher(s) and the community, and language 
maintenance and/or revitalization are discussed extensively. Language documenta­
tion projects may result in representative multimedia corpora (e.g., of discourse, or 
of stories), lexical databases, and grammatical descriptions. These corpora may also 
include the documentation of language-related phenomena such as ceremonies, 
cultural practices, flora and fauna, and so on. Other types of output include materials 

Sign Language Fieldwork 111 

for use by the community, such as collections of stories and teaching materials. In the 
past years, _large ?igit~l corpora have been initiated for a number of majority sign 
languages, mcludmg Sign Language of the Netherlands (Crasborn ZwitserloQd and 
Ros, ~008), British Sign Language (Schembri, Fenlon, Rentelis, Reynolds,' and 
Cormi~r, 2013), and Australian Sign Language (Johnston, 2009). Recently, anno­
t~t~d video corpora of three African sign languages were deposited in online archives: 
bil111gual corpora of ~alian Sign Language as used in Bamako (Nyst, Magassouba, 
and Syll~'. 2011) and 111 the Dogon area of Mali (Nyst, Magassouba, and Sylla, 2012) 
and a_tnlmgual cor~us of Adamorobe Sign Language (Nyst, 2012). (For an updated 
overview, see the Sign Language Corpora Survey at http://www.sign-lang.uni-ham 
burg.de/dgs-korpus/index.php/sl-corpora.html). 

Practical, Personal, and Interpersonal Issues 

Handbooks on linguistic fieldwork address many practical issues. These include the 
extensive pre_parations required for the fieldwork itself - trying to get to know as 
much as ~ossi~le about the language and culture one is going to study, but also about 
the practical cucumstances of the field site, such as climate, electricity, and so on. 
One needs to acquire the ~ecessary equipment and become familiar with it. Travelling 
needs_ to _be prepared (visa, money, health issues), research permits obtained. The 
~ract1eaI issues addressed in these handbooks are highly relevant for sign language 
fieldwork as well: taking one to the field is recommendable (Bowern, 2008; Chelliah 
and Reuse, 2010; Newman and Ratliff, 2001). 

F~eld ?uides also typically address the personal and interpersonal challenges that 
a_re mev1tably part of fieldwork. Many of these challenges are equally encountered in 
sign languag~ ~ieldw~rk. In addition, there are quite a number of interpersonal issues 
that are specific to this type of fieldwork; they pertain to research assistants consul­
tants, and the signing community (among other factors), as will be discussed below. 

Co-workers: Consultants and research assistants 

~he a~tive _involvemen~ of native language users is indispensible for any fieldwork. A 
fie!~ lmgmst depends m many ways on the close collaboration with one or more 
native language users: these act as language consultants, but often also as teachers of 
the language, interpreters, research assistants, and advisors. 

The form that this collaboration takes will vary from one study or from one linguist 
to ano~her, d:pending on the type of study. For descriptive studies, a linguist typically 
Wo~ks mtensively with a small number of language users or consultants. Documentation 
proiects, on tl:e other hand, often aim for large, representative samples of the language; 
h~nce a relatively large number of language u ers will contribute linguistic data. In 
view of the intended large size of the data et, a lot of a sistance is needed for the 
collection and annotation of the data. 

. Carrying over part of the responsibility for the data collection to (deaf) native 
signers automatically traces out quite an elaborate . training program for the 
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collectors. This program includes an in-depth exchange on the research project, 
camera use, interview techniques, and (optionally) li teracy and computer skills. The 
divi ion of roles among deaf collector in the data collection process may vary 
according to personal interests and skills. Another significant contributio~ ~f nati_ve 
signing research assistants can be their fine-grained intuitions about lmgmst1c vana-

tion across a larger group of signers. 
When one i not a native signer one elf, it is preferable that data collection be done 

by (deaf) native signing research assi tants. This has a number of impor:ant adv~n­
cages. First of all, the possible linguistic effects of the presence of a (hearmg) o~tside 
observer on the data collection are avoided. One well-known observer effect m the 
sign language literature is the signers' tendency to shift toward a signing variety with 
structures more similar to those of the spoken language in the presence of hearing 
researchers, irrespective of the latter's command of signing ( Fischer, 2009) . Sign lan­
guages with and without access to deaf education can be expected to differ in this 
particular observer effect, as a contact variety is not systematically taught to deaf 
signers in the latter. However, the case of Adamorobe Sign Language shows that 
contact varieties may exist in the ab ence of formal education as well (Nyst, 2007); 
o potential restructuring toward the contact variety - and hence toward the spoken 

language that shaped it - cannot be ruled out a priori. In the process of collecting 
data on a low-status sign language that coexists with a higher status one, the presence 
of a (deaf or hearing) signing researcher from outside during collection may trigger 
the use of (signs from) the high-status sign language. 

Of course, not being present, as a researcher, during data collection also has draw­
backs, such as a more limited opportunity to develop the aforementioned intuitions 
on variation and other interesting phenomena that happen outside the scope of the 
camera. Also, when natively signing research assistants are not familiar with writing 
and administration, this may pose challenges related to keeping track of metadata 
about signers (such as name and age) and about the data collection session. 

As native signer co-workers play a pivotal role in the fieldwork, each field linguist 
faces the task of finding one or more good co-worker who can take part in the project 
as language consultants and/or research assistants. In some cases it may be difficult to 
find a good co-worker, but in the communities I have worked in so far, the choice of 
a particular candidate appeared to be quite straightforward, as verybody seemed to 
agree on who would be the best collaborator(s), usually because of their out tanding 
igning ski ll or because of their participation in earlier sign language projects. Indeed 

the signers proposed by the community turned out to be invaluably helpful co-workers 

in most cases. 
When one collects data for a corpus, typically, larger numbers of signers are 

recorded. These consultants are selected in such a way as to come to a sample that is 
balanced and repre entative. A common criterion for the selection of signing con ul­
tant in sign language studies i , first of all., deafness and, second, native acquisition 
of the sign language under study (see Fischer, 2009). Thus native igners - that is, 
deaf signers who acquired their sign language as a first language from their (deaf and 
ideally natively signing) parents - are generally preferred over others as re earch 
subjects. This significantly narrows down the cope of candidate con ultant for data 
collection, as only an estimated 5 percent of the deaf signers seem to fit thi profile. 
In these circumstances, the representativenes of a deaf-of-deaf sampling criterion 
seems to be limited. For sign languages of communities with mainly hereditary 
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d~~fness_, it is r~latively easy to find deaf children with deaf parents; but, in commu-
111t1es wit? mamly non-hereditary deafness, deaf-of-deaf signers may be extremely 
hard to fmd - t~ey may ev~n not exis~, as for example in the deaf community of 
Bam~~o, _the caplt~l ~f Mah. In fact this may also be the case in smaller deaf com­
mumtles m mdustnahzed areas, as described for the Basque variety of Spanish Sign 
Language by Costello, Fernandez, and Landa (2008). 

Whereas deafness seems a straightforward selection criterion for studies on the 
struct~re of sign lang~ag_es, research on small communities with a high incidence of 
(hereditary) ~eafness mdicates th~t the majority of signers are actually hearing. Thus 
a_ re~resentative_ sam~le of these sign languages should include documentation of the 
s1gnmg of hearmg_ signers as well. In case a sign language has a relatively small 
number of users, 1t may be preferable to document the signing of all its signers 
rather than of a sample. ' 

Ethics 

Sign language fieldwork brings about a host of ethical issues. In the framework of 
documen_tar~ li~guistics, _the ethics related to data handling and to the language 
co~mumt_y is_ given considerable attention. Also discussed there is the usability of 
~thical _gmdelmes de~eloped for working with human research subjects at several 
1~st1tut10n~, and particularly the notion of informed consent (for a literature over­
view, see Rice, 2011). ln~ormed consent is the statement of a research subject that he/ 
she agrees to c_oo~erate m the study, voluntarily informed and fully informed about 
the ~s~s to which its results will be put. Establishing informed consent with research 
part1_c1pants who. are unfamiliar with academic practices is challenging, and so is 
obtammg a meai:imgful statement of informed consent on paper. 

At th~ same_ time, as one depends critically on video recordings that cannot be 
anonym1~ed without loss of information, it is vital to carefully consider how best to 
come to mformed consent in sign language fieldwork. An unproblematic alternative 
to a statement _of consent written on paper is a statement made in sign language and 
recorded on video. More challenging is the task of clarifying the objectives of the 
study and t?e u_ses to "."hichthe data will be put. Thus the initial phase of a large-scale 
corpus pro1ect m Mah consisted of several weeks of discussions and training to make 
sure we were all on the same page about the necessity to which the recordings would 
be _P~t, and the uses to which the recordings would be put. Such discussions and 
tra1m?gs were held at various stages of the project, whenever new needs or new 
quest10ns would come up. The natively signing research assistants would then dis­
cuss a?d clarify the objectives of the study to the over 60 consultants that partici­
pated m t~e ?ata coll~ction_for the co~pus (Nyst, Magassouba and Sylla, 2011). 

F?r an msightful discussion of the issues pertaining to informed consent in such 
settmgs, see Kusters' (2012a) account of her research in Adamorobe. 
. Another ethical challenge, particularly in the case of communities with a high 
mci_dence of deafness, is the question of the extent to which fieldworkers are entitled or 
fobl'.ged to ?iscl~s~ the name and !~cation of their fi_eld site. In several cases, anthropo-

gical or lmgmstic research that disclosed the location of such communities has trans­
formed them into destinations for tourists and other interested visitors. The negative 
effects of this transformation on Adamorobe are described ~y Kusters (20126). 
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Both Stokoe and Kuschel's (1969) field guide and Fischer's (2009) methodological 
chapter have a section on ethics, which discusse among other things what to do 
when there are significant restrictions on the use of recorded images and when one 
records igning children. Stokoe and Ku chel (1969), as well as Ku ters (2012a), di -
cu s how the expectations of hearing and deaf people in the field may differ from 

what the fieldworker can offer. 

Community 

There are many ways in which the language community can benefit from linguistic 
research, and the most appropriate way to shape the mutual benefit may differ from 
one community to another. It is important to plan the community benefit factor into 
the research design and budget, as it usually requires financial resources. 

More traditional ways of giving back to the community include handing out 
culturally appropriate gifts (e.g., staple food, soap, tools). A perhaps more recent 
way of giving back consist in offering training and financial support for community 
projects, such as income-generating and educational. one . 

A more long-term way of making sure that the community benefits from the research 
project is by actively and extensively involving community members in the research 
project in various functions, uch as data collectors, annotators, tran lators, technical 
assistant , and the like. In mo t cases this will require intensive training of the intended 
co-workers - for instance in filming, interviewi~g, literacy, general research skills, com­
puter skills, and annotation skills - leading to a transfer of project-related knowledge. 
To make sure that co-workers become co-owners of the project and also acquire the 
skills necessary for it, it is vital to plan a preparatory phase, in which the researcher 
and the co-workers discuss the aims and methods of the project in depth and the 
necessary training takes place. Both the research and the co-workers will benefit from 
such a preparatory phase. A similar transfer of project-related knowledge to a larger 
part of the community can be realized by organizing larger scale training events in 
which the researcher and the co-worker train together. The aforementioned ways of 
shaping the benefit for the community are merely a few examples of the various kinds 
of benefit that research projects may offer to a signing community. 

The fruits of the research project - a corpus, a lexical database, or a description -will 
hopefully benefit the community as well. Research projects and products often improve 
the status of a sign language and its community. To improve access to digital products, it 
is recommendable to store a copy in local archives. However, even then, access may be 
problematic if access to computers and to the corpus software is an issue in general. 

Various actions can be undertaken to improve accessibility to research products. If 
the community so wishes, parts of the research output can be turned into applied 
materials (e.g., a dictionary, teaching materials, a DVD story) . le is good to realize that 
this often requires extensive human and financial resources, which necessitates find­
ing separate funds. Also, the products of the project can be presented to the community 
and to government officials in a large event. Another way of facilitating access to the 
research findings and products is to set up a (multilingual) web-portal. 

Learning the language one works on is imperative for communicating with 
community members and with co-workers. Also, good command of the language 
facilitates the linguistic analysis of that language. Having a working knowledge of 
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the spoken language (either in speech or in writing) helps a researcher detect traces 
of langu~ge contact, f~r example in the form of mouthings, loan translations, and 
grammatical constructions (see Nyst, 2007). 

Technical Issues 

Ideally, a sign language fie_ldworker avails her-/himself of the same equipment as her/ 
his colleagues who work m more controlled settings Typi·cally h h b f • . · - , owever, t ere are a 
num er o constramts: fi~ancial one_s (_e.g., travel expenses, an already consumed 
part of the budget),_ practical ones (limited access to electricity at the field site or 
exposure of th~ eqmpment to extreme conditions as heat, frost, humidity, or d~st). 
Some of these nsks and challenges can be prepared for by bringing sufficient supplies, 
such as spare batt~nes_ a?d recording space, and perhaps a spare camera. 

Documentary lmgmstICs emphasizes the need for high-quality data recordings 
which ~hould make sure ~hat th~ data can be used for various purposes and that los; 
of qua~ity due to the passmg o~ time will not render the materials useless. To this end 
most sign langua_ge corpus proJe~ts record their data in studios, using extensive equi/ 
ment t? record signers from vanous angles, the same background for the whole data 
~ollect1?n, and_ s_everal po~erful lights for maximum light quality. Corpora recorded 
m studio conditions of this s~rt _can be used for the development of automated sign 
lang~age r_eso~rces, such as s1gm~g a~atars an~ machine translation. A professional 
s_tud10 _settmg 1~ ge_nerally not feasible m most field sites, due to practical and budget 
lim1tat1ons. Also, :1gners may ~e t~o unfamiliar with such a setting to sign in a natural 
an~ relaxed way. An alternative 1s to record in the daily environment of the signer. 
This has the added advantage _t~at the natural setting of the sign language is also 
docu11_1ented to some ext~n_t. This 1s only possible if everybody in that natural environ­
ment is/has become sufficiently familiar with the camera (which in most cases will 
happen_eventually when one carries around and sets up the camera most of the time), 
so that 1t does not draw_ cunous crowds. Another possibility is to record at a location 
relevant to the story bemg recorded. Thus signers may take the camera on a tour to 
document and comment on relevant places, animals, plants, and so on. 

Grammatical Analysis: Elicitation and Text Collection 

T;1e elic!tation ?f linguistic intuitions of con ultants is an important tool in the analysis 
~- data m the field. A lingui t can ask for intuitions on linguistic features in (recorded) 
; course, test the acceptabi li ty of constructions made up by the linguist or translate 

~:~~se from a contact _l~nguag~ to a target language, for example ''Ho; do you say 
·A Ai~ advantage o~ e_lic1:at1o_n 1s tha~ one c~n eff!cie_n_tly elicit complete paradigms. 

from diawback of elic1tat1on 1s that 1t requires s1gm6cant metalingui tic awareness 
. the consultant and/or the language community with regard to the language 

~~udied. l_n_ my experience, the feasibility of eliciting intuitions i very limited in signing 
mmumtie where language norm are not strongly defined. 
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Another disadvantage of elicitation is that one may overlook unexpected features 
of the language simply by not eliciting them. This is a particularly relevant ~oint, _as 
sign languages of communities with a high incidence of deafness appea~ to differ sig­
nificantly in term of structure, and in an unpredictable way, from t~e_s1g? languages 
of large deaf communitie studied so far. This drawback of the _ehc1tat10n method 
can be circumvented by combining elicitation with textual analysis and long-term to 
mid-term fieldwork-based observations (see Chelliah, 2001, for a discussion of some 
benefits of this combination). 

Signed texts, such as (semi-)sponcaneou monologue and dialogue (as oppos~d to 
group discussion) are re latively easy to collect and record and carry a lot of mter­
esting linguistic and non-lingui tic information. Sign language . con ultants often 
enjoy participating in the collection of (semi-) pontaneous d,scour e data, for 
example in the form of personal narratives or open interviews. Spontane~u. data 
have the advantage over elicited data in that they are typical ly more naturalistic and 
may bring to light unexpected lingui tic feature . Working with larger sets of ( emi-) 
spontaneous data requires a corpus-based approach, as target phenomena may be 
infrequent and disper ed throughout the data. The field of sign language_ corpus­
based analysis is still young, but new tools. and approaches are contmuously 
becoming available for the analysis of large set of digital sign language data. 

To aid elicitation and the collection of targeted, semi-spontaneous discourse data, 
the field linguist can use non-linguistic stimuli. timuli used for the elicitation of sign 
language data typically consist of text, images, props, or a combination of these. (For 
an overview of elicitation materials, see Hong et al., 2009.) 

A popu lar image-based task is a king igners to retell cartoons o~ picture stories. 
Other image-based tasks are "spot the difference" tasks, whereby signers are asked 
to describe the differences they see between two similar pictures, or "find the right 
picture" tasks, whereby one signer describes the picture that another signer needs to 
select out of a set of pictures (e.g., the pictures used by Zwitserlood, 2003). 

A perhaps unexpected feature of images is that they req~ire a form of )ite~a~y as 
well. Lack of familiarity with particular types and uses of images makes 1t d1ff1Cult 
to "read" the imagistic codes and conventions used in them. For this reason, n_i~st 
image-based stimuli are hard to use on a representative scale in signing commu111t1es 
with image conventions different from the ones used in the stimuli. Prop-based tasks 
seem to be particularly frequent in studies on the use of space in sign lan~~ages. An 
example of this is the "man and tree" task (Levinson et al., 1992) as mod1f1ed by de 
Vos (2012), which consists of miniature figures that are placed in a particula_r c~n­
figuration in space. Pairs of signers are asked to perform various commu111cat1ve 
tasks with respect to this configuration. 

Collecting Lexical Data 

For various purpo es, the collection of signs in isolation is useful. Such lexical data 
may b needed for cross-linguistic comparison (e.g., to asses level of relatedness 
between sign languages), for phonological analysis, for documentation, or for 
(applied) lexicographic purposes. 
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_To colle_ct lexical items, various methods can be used. Lexical items can be elicited 
with the aid of questionnaires that aim at basic lexical items. The Swadesh list devel­
oped for the elicitati~n of ~ords for 100-200 concepts in spoken languag~s, has 
been adapted by vanous sign language researchers to be used in their research 
(~tokoe and Kuschel, 1969; Woodward, 1993; Parkhurst and Parkhurst, 2008). For 
sign languages that have evolved outside the context of deaf education it is adamant 
that these questionnaires use pictures or props instead of written w~rds from the 
spoken language. However, in view of the problems with pictures mentioned above 
props are pref~rable to pictures. Alternatively, the pictures in the questionnaire cad 
be. replaced w~th locall~ made picture~ of the same object, to maximize recogniz­
abil1ty. C?llec~mg a restricted set of basic vocabulary is typically used for the purpose 
of cross-lmgmst1e comparisons (see Aldersson and McEntee-Atalianis 2008 for an 
extensive discussion of lexical comparison studies of sign languages). ' 

To collect as many lexical items as possible, the interviewer may encourage consultants 
to_come up themselves with signs. It often proves a difficult exercise to spontaneously 
thmk of a large number of lexical items. To facilitate this process, the interviewer can 
lead the consultant (or, preferably, the group of consultants) from one semantic field to 
another: _food, family, animals, and so on. Also, going on a "guided tour" or attending 
events with consultants and the camera can help bring signs to mind. 

f:- ge~eral dr~wback of ~sking for concepts in isolation is that the resulting set of 
lexical Items will not be mformative about their patterns of occurrence in actual 
usa_ge. ~n alternative (or complementary) method to counter this effect is to harvest 
lexical items from a discourse_ corpus _(Crasborn and de Meijer, 2012). The items may 
consequently be re-recorded m 1solat1on, to be made suitable for phonological anal­
ysis or lexicographic purposes. 

Metadata 

!n additi?n to the linguistic data, one also needs to collect metadata, in other words 
'.nformat1on about the recorded data. So, for each recording, one needs to collect 
mformat10n about the data collection session, the language(s) involved, the topics, 
the type of data, the language users, and so on. The IMDI format has been established 
as . a standard for describing multimedia and multimodal language resources 
(Wittenburg, Breeder, _and Sloman, 2000). For sign languages, additional metadata are 
rele~~nt, such as heanng status, type(s) of school visited, and the like. To cover these 
add1t10nal 1:1etadata requirements, a special sign language profile has been developed for 
IMDI (Crasborn and Hanke, 2003). 

Processing and Analysis of the Data 

Once the data have been collected, the video data need to be captured and converted 
~nnota~e?, analyz~d, and- especially in _the case ?f endangered languages - deposited 
n a d1g1tal archive. Examples of d1g1tal archives containing annotated data of 
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endangered ign languages are the Endangered Language Archive (http://elar-archive. 
org) and the DoBeS archive (http://dobes.mpi.nl). 

The methods for documenting a sign language are in principle the same as for sign 
language data gathering in controlled settings, as described in this volume. However, 
a note on annotation is in place. Ideally, annotation of signed texts, for example in 
ELAN (Crasborn, Sloetjes, Auer, and Wittenburg, 2006), is done by, or in close col­
laboration with, a native signer. However, when there are no deaf or hearing native 
signers with the necessary literacy and language and computer skills, an alternative 
solution is to form annotation teams in which each member has a complementary 
skill. Thus I worked with three people on the annotation of AdaSL data: one hearing 
native signer, bilingual in AdaSL and spoken Akan; one non-signer, literate in Akan; 
and one non-signer, literate in Akan and English. The signer voiced the translation in 
Akan, which was written down in notebooks by the non- igner literate in Akan, 
which in turn was translated into English by the third member. The notebook served 
as a support for my own annotations of the data (Nyst, 2007). In the meantime, the 
translations with time codes in the notebooks have been scanned, typed up and 
imported into ELAN files, leading to the trilingual corpus of AdaSL (Nyst, 2012). In 
more recent fieldwork in Mali, a team made up of a cjeaf non-literate signer and a 
hearing literate non-native signer was trained to annotate directly in ELAN. 

The choice of a language or languages of annotation may not be a straightforward 
matter when a sign language is used in a multilingual country, where the spoken lan­
guage in contact with the sign language is different from the national spoken language -
which may in turn be different from international academic languages. The often 
great distance between the field site and the researcher's home base impacts the 
research process in various ways. Annotation is ideally done by native signers in close 
collaboration with the researcher. If the researcher is a non-native signer based far 
away from the signing community and the data sets are large, annotators may con­
tinue annotating in the absence of the researcher. Although this is also possible when 
annotators write their annotations on paper, working digitally greatly facilitates col­
laboration across distance. For this kind of workflow, the annotation team needs to 
have access to the processed (i.e., captured, cut, and compressed) video clips. Due to 
the generally large size of the da ta sets and the sometimes limited Int met facili ties, one 
may need to send the video fi les by mail or through helpful visitors. 

A grea t distance also means (or at least used to mean) that the researcher, once 
returned to the home-based office, cannot ad hoe check a new analysi or fi ll gaps in 
the data. Howevet~ the ever-expanding access to the Internet, together with the 
continuing development of software tools for linguistic purposes (e.g. ELAN) and 
for online collaboration, such as Dropbox or Skype, are breaking down the commu­
nicative barriers between the office and the field. This allows research assistants 
from the community to be employed throughout the project, which positively affects 
the connection between the researcher, the co-workers, and the project. 

Conclusion 

Since the start of sign language research, a considerable number of studies involved 
fieldwork in communities of deaf signers but sometimes also in communities of hearing 
signers, in the country of the fieldwork itself or far away from it, in deaf communities 
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t?at arose in the cont~xt of deaf education or outside of it. In many ways, sign language 
f1~ldw_ork may not differ from fieldwork in spoken languages, where an equally large 
d1vers1ty of ~ser com_munities and settings is found. However, there are some aspects 
that are typical for sign language fieldwork. In this chapter J tried to focus on these 
aspects. Also, mainly because of my own fieldwork record, I tried to outline the kinds 
of issues that are typical of fieldwork in communities that evolved outside the context 
of deaf education. But then, again, the difference between fieldwork in communities 
within and outside of the context of deaf schools is a gradient one. 

Fieldwork is challenging and multifaceted. The space permitted for this chapter is 
not even enough to begin to cover all the relevant issues. Despite the considerable 
number ?f s~udies that are based on data collected in the field, there are relatively 
few publications addressing the topic of sign language fieldwork. Whereas English is 
o_verrepresented as a topic of study in spoken language linguistics, the majority of 
sign language studies concern ASL and sign languages of European origins. Hopefully, 
more publications on sign language fieldwork will become available so that current 
fieldworkers can learn from each other and aspirant fieldworkers ea~ rely on a body 
of account~ of good pra~tices. A solid body of literature on various aspects of sign 
language fieldwork, particularly methodology, is likely to stimulate the study of a 
more diverse sample of sign languages. 
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Notes 

1 In this chapter I will not follow the convention in the sign linguistic literature of using a capital D to 
signal cultural deafness (as opposed to pathological deafness), because I feel I am not in a position to 
make this judgment in the case of signers of all sign languages concerned here. 

2 "Unraveling the grammars of European sign languages: Pathways to full citizenship of deaf signers 
and to the protection of their linguistic heritage" (COST SignGram ISCH COST Action IS1006, at 
http://parles.upf.edu/en/content/cost-signgram). 

3 Fischer (2009, p. 6) anecdotally describes a different, but similarly extensive effect of the recording site 
on the natural_ness of signing for American Sign Language. This is a case where a deaf child attending 
oral1st education associated the research lab with school and concluded that signing would not be 
appreciated in the lab either. 
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