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1. Introduction
Language documentation is a growing field which has largely arisen due to increased language endangerment. While 
documentation efforts worldwide attempt to record and preserve unreported, threatened, and endangered languages, a 
split between the subfields of sign language documentation and spoken language documentation persists (Zeshan 2007; 
Schembri 2010; Sze et al. 2012). Collaboration between these subfields needs to increase in order to further best practic-
es for language documentation and conservation and to better understand linguistic universals across modalities. Here, 
I sketch some of the issues relevant to signed and spoken language endangerment and documentation (§1) and describe 
an example of parallel projects which address both signed and spoken languages in Papua New Guinea (PNG) (§2). Based 
on this background and example, I provide recommendations for documentary linguists with research interests in spo-
ken and signed languages (§3 and §4), arguing that team-based research is often best and that video recordings should 
increasingly be used for spoken language documentation (§5).

While linguistic diversity and language endangerment are issues that are well-understood for spoken languages, there 
is still much to be learned about sign languages. Currently, approximately 200 sign languages are reported in the world 
(Simons & Fennig 2018; Braithwaite 2019). This likely represents only a portion of the world’s sign languages, many 
of which are highly endangered (Braithwaite 2019). Many sign languages face similar threats to spoken languages, in-
cluding language shift to national or colonizing sign languages (Nonaka 2004; Schembri 2010; Braithwaite 2019). Sign 
languages also face technological threats, as cochlear implants and vaccinations for diseases linked to deafness become 
more prominent (Johnston 2004; Walsh 2005; Reef & Cochi 2006). Additionally, because sign languages are rarely trans-
mitted from deaf parents to deaf children, these languages tend to change and become dormant more quickly than 
spoken languages (Woodward 1982; Senghas 1995; Meir et al. 2010). This means that researchers who encounter signers 
within a community may have a unique opportunity to work with the sign language before it is lost or changes rapidly. 

As Fenlon and Wilkinson (2015:6) note, “…efforts to document and describe the world’s sign languages are still in its 
infancy….” Most sign languages reported and documented in the world are larger, macro-community sign languages, 
although the body of literature on smaller non-European sign languages is growing (Padden 2010; Schembri 2010). A 
clear example of the imbalance of signed and spoken documentation is in PNG, a country renowned for its extreme 
linguistic diversity, with over 800 spoken languages. Very little is known of the signed languages of this area, however, 
with only four sign languages currently documented in the country. This apparent lack of diversity of sign languages in 
PNG is unlikely to actually be the case; it is more likely that the sign languages which are used here are unreported, un-
described, and under-researched. Broadening existing spoken language documentation projects to address these gaps 
in our knowledge can further the field’s understanding of small sign languages and their theoretical implications.

Bridging spoken language documentation efforts with signed language documentation efforts can also create a more 
complete understanding of the linguistic situation of a given community, as signed and spoken languages may be used 
by both deaf and hearing community members. Within many communities, deaf people interact highly with hearing 
members of the community. This creates an environment where such sign languages exist in a state of constant contact 
with local spoken languages. Researchers should consider a community where this is the case as multilingual (Fenlon 
& Wilkinson 2015). Deaf communities can also emerge within a community. In these contexts, there will likely be fewer 
hearing signers than in contexts where deaf people primarily interact with hearing people. However, language contact 
between the spoken and signed languages is still present. Quinto-Pozos & Adam (2015:29) state, “Language contact is 
the norm in Deaf communities and deaf people are typically multilingual and multicultural.” Researchers who encoun-
ter signers within a broader spoken language context can benefit from building their understanding of Deaf commu-
nities and Deaf cultures globally (Schembri & Lucas 2015). Multimodal multilingualism can appear in different degrees 
in communities with deaf members, but it is typically present and relevant to the full linguistic context. Multimodal 
contact is often sustained and intense between spoken and signed languages. Addressing signing and speech jointly can 
enhance analysis of both languages. It also allows researchers to better understand the full context in which a language 
is in use, a principle which directly aligns with the aims of language documentation.
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In these communities, holistic language documentation should include documenting both the signed and the spoken 
languages. By creating teams of spoken language researchers, signed language researchers, and community members, 
we can create outcomes which are useful and appropriate for the entire community and a broader section of our field 
(Penfield et al. 2008). As argued further in §3 and §4, creating such teams and producing recordings which are useful 
for future researchers can bridge the gap between spoken and signed language documentation, further best practices 
for both fields, and contribute significantly to our understanding of both signed and spoken languages, especially those 
which are highly endangered and previously unreported.

2. Kere & Sinasina Sign Language
Many of the recommendations made here are based on an ongoing project to document and describe both the signed 
and spoken languages of the Kere1 community of Sinasina valley, Chimbu Province, PNG. In this community, there are 
four primary languages: Kere, Tok Pisin, English, and Sinasina Sign Language (SSSL). All hearing Kere people born be-
fore around 1950 are speakers of Kere (ISO 693-3 sst), the spoken language indigenous to the Kere community. There are 
no speakers of Kere born after approximately 1985. Kere is considered to be highly endangered, as younger generations 
have shifted to speaking the other languages of this community: Tok Pisin and English (Rarrick 2017). Individuals born 
between ~1950 and ~1985 speak the vernacular language to varying degrees. As discussed below, SSSL was incidentally 
identified during fieldwork with Kere (§2.1) and work with both languages began shortly after (§2.2). At present, SSSL is 
endangered and its future is uncertain.

2.1 Identifying Sinasina Sign Language
The initial Kere documentation project was led by linguist Andrea Berez-Kroeker (hearing, American). Bafinuc Ilai 
(hearing, Kere) approached Andrea in 2013 while she was doing fieldwork in Goroka with the idea of work with his 
community’s spoken language. After funding was awarded by ELDP in 2014, Andrea, Bafinuc, and I (hearing, American) 
began to document and describe Kere, which was unreported at the time. Research with Kere is still ongoing and fo-
cuses on creating a corpus of naturalistic narratives relevant to Kere history, cultural practices, and daily life. Much of 
this cultural knowledge is at risk of being lost as younger Kere people tend to move towards more urban settings and do 
not speak the language in which much of this information is encoded. Outcomes of this project include eight hours of 
video recordings of narratives, descriptions of grammatical features of this language, and language-learning materials 
designed for Kere community members who are not speakers of the language (Berez & Rarrick 2014). Incidentally, the 
Kere documentation project led to the uncovering of a previously-unreported sign language, which I currently call “Si-
nasina Sign Language” (SSSL).

In 2016, a deaf Kere woman who had married into a nearby community returned to her family’s village. This return 
coincided with one of my trips to the field and I was therefore able to observe patterns of usage from both this deaf 
woman and her hearing friends and family members. These observations and further research led to the identification 
of four deaf signers and revealed that the signing system used in the Kere community was an unreported sign language. 
Building on my background in sign language linguistics and previous experience documenting Hawai‘i Sign Language, 
I was able to begin working with SSSL. Documentation and description efforts began in 20172 (Rarrick & Asonye 2017). 
The research team has been hearing linguists and deaf and hearing Kere people. Our team would benefit from and wel-
come contributions from a deaf linguist. Goals of the SSSL language work include increasing awareness of the diversity 
of sign languages in PNG and creating a corpus of naturalistic signing (Rarrick 2016), a sketch grammar, and a thematic 
dictionary of SSSL. This type of dictionary can serve as tool for both illiterate signers and hearing community members 
(Rarrick 2020).

At present, SSSL is endangered. There are few deaf Kere people (less than five) and there are no deaf Kere children cur-

1  ‘Kere’ is both an ethnonym and a language name (Rarrick 2017).

2  NSF award 1714945; https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1714945

https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1714945
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rently (Rarrick 2024). It is unlikely that any hearing signers use SSSL as a primary language. Deaf SSSL signers also have 
less access to education. Younger deaf signers are keen to become literate in larger spoken languages like Tok Pisin and 
English to increase their employment opportunities. Attitudes towards signing are mixed, while attitudes towards En-
glish are strongly positive at local and governmental levels. There are also growing efforts to support PNGSL in larger 
cities like Port Moresby. In these contexts, PNGSL is viewed more positively than micro-community sign languages like 
SSSL. The current education system in PNG accordingly promotes use of PNGSL in classrooms. The Kere villages are 
very remote and school attendance by deaf people is uncommon. If this changes and PNGSL and SSSL come into con-
tact, SSSL will likely undergo rapid language change and language shift, followed by dormancy. In the future, if there 
are still no deaf children in the Kere community, it is likely that SSSL will no longer be used as a primary language. 
However, it may still be used alongside speech to some extent by hearing people.

2.2 Bridging Kere and SSSL documentation
The connection between the Kere and SSSL documentation efforts has had implications for our work with both lan-
guages. Firstly, it has shaped the way that we plan and conduct short-term and long-term projects. In the initial phases 
of the SSSL research, I assumed that the aims of deaf SSSL signers would be similar to those of hearing Kere speakers: 
language description and revitalization. Instead, early discussions with deaf Kere people highlighted their interests in 
developing literacy and skills for paid employment (Rarrick 2018). As such, for SSSL, language documentation outputs 
focus on developing literacy in Tok Pisin–a topic which is absent from priorities raised by Kere speakers. Opportunities 
for developing technological skills are prioritized for both deaf and hearing Kere people, in line with the interests ex-
pressed by both Kere speakers and SSSL signers (Rarrick 2020).

Secondly, our linguistic analysis has benefitted from bridging our work with Kere and SSSL. The identification of SSSL 
led to a review of previous recordings of Kere which revealed that hearing signers often use lexical items from the sign 
language in simultaneous cross-modal codeswitching. Before encountering SSSL, these were mistaken as arbitrary ges-
tures by the researchers. This is best evidenced in this video [bilingual bimodal.mp4], which is discussed further in §3.1. 
Other, less clear examples can be seen in the video archived as kere0043, which was collected in 2014 (two years before 
SSSL was identified) [gesture examples.mp4]. Here, Nime Roba shares a story from his life after he finished attending 
school (Berez & Rarrick 2014). While speaking Kere, his hands move when he talks about going, staying, a back injury, 
and his spirit compelling him to take action. Some of these movements resemble signs in SSSL. Additionally, while Nime 
Roba is speaking, a group of men approaches from behind. Another participant, Eremuge Mogia, turns and responds to 
them with two consecutive hand movements. In SSSL, the first of these is a sign that means ‘stay’ and the second is a 
negator. These realizations created an opportunity to document and analyze Kere with special attention to the multi-
modal nature of language use in the Kere community, by accounting for speaking, signing, spoken gesture, and signed 
gesture. In our analysis and description of SSSL, knowledge of spoken Kere allowed us to recognize that mouthings4 
tend to be lexical items from Kere. This is noteworthy as most signers belong to a generation that does not consistently 
use Kere as a primary language (Rarrick 2018). Contact between spoken Kere and SSSL is evident from these interac-
tions and features like mouthings. Research with both languages was necessary for fully understanding patterns within 
each language. In the Kere community, fully documenting and describing either Kere or SSSL requires joint focus on 
both languages. 

This linguistic situation is unlikely to be unique to the Kere community. Little is known about sign languages and 
signers in Papua New Guinea (Kendon 2020), although there are many ongoing efforts to document and describe the 
hundreds of spoken languages of the country. By creating parallel research projects for signed and spoken languages, 
we have been able to more accurately represent the linguistic diversity of the Kere community and better understand 
issues of language endangerment and change across modalities. The goal of the recommendations in the rest of this 
article is to provide tools for researchers who are already working with either a spoken or signed language to undertake 
similar efforts by assembling teams of researchers and community members.

3  Berez & Rarrick 2014: kere004, 00:00:28-00:01:20 http://hdl.handle.net/2196/00-0000-0000-000F-501A-2

4  ‘Mouthings’ refers to when a signer mouths a spoken word while signing. These may or may not be obligatory.

http://hdl.handle.net/2196/00-0000-0000-000F-501A-2
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3. Recommendations for spoken language researchers
Incorporating possible sign language research into an existing spoken language documentation project can be done 
at several stages and should ideally be done at all stages. Here, I provide recommendations before a sign language 
has been encountered (§3.1) and afterwards (§3.2). Many of these recommendations are consistent with modern best 
practices, but they are not necessarily used widely in the field. As Braithwaite 2019 comments, “[i]t is striking how 
many small signing communities were stumbled upon by chance, by linguists who were doing something else (e176).” 
Oftentimes, these linguists have limited experience with sign languages and are reluctant to engage with signers in the 
community because of uncertainty with how to proceed or concerns about ensuring that existing projects are priori-
tized. These recommendations are laid out with these linguists in mind and are intended to serve as a guide to getting 
started. They should be used in conjunction with existing literature on sign language fieldwork (e.g. Nyst 2015; Meakins 
et al. 2018), video recording (e.g. Seyfeddinipur 2012; Margetts & Margetts 2012), and approaches in sign language re-
search (e.g. Kusters et al. 2017; Hou & de Vos 2022). Similarly, signing contexts and communities are diverse. Research-
ers should interpret and apply the recommendations appropriately within the signing context.

3.1 Before encountering a sign language
Firstly, it is possible to build the foundation for sign language documentation before sign language users are identified 
within the community. By using video recordings to the extent that is appropriate for the community, a researcher 
can document some of the ways hearing signers use a sign language (Meakins et al. 2018). Such technology has become 
quite cheap, compared to audio recorders, and use of video recordings is promoted by modern best practices for lan-
guage documentation (Bird & Simons 2003; Himmelmann 2006; Schembri 2010). Our use of video in the Kere & SSSL 
projects described in §1 proved to be invaluable. Before we used Swadesh list comparisons and community discussions 
to confirm that SSSL is a distinct language, patterns of gestures used by hearing Kere speakers became apparent in their 
spoken narratives. When deaf and hearing signers were identified, a review of the video recordings of the spoken lan-
guage led to the insight that hearing Kere people make use of some lexical items from the signed language as gestures. 
Although there may be cases where signed languages are incorporated within spoken language, there are differences 
stemming from the depth of meaning, as well as the perception and intention of users (Kusters & Sahasrabudhe 2018). 
The distinction is therefore contextually dependent, and while there are instances of supplementary gestures used by 
hearing Kere speakers alongside speech, instances of simultaneous bilingual-bimodal codeswitching were also attested 
in these recordings, as seen in the following video, where spoken Kere and SSSL are used simultaneously: [bilingual bi-
modal.mp4]. Had our team chosen to use only audio recordings, this insight into Kere people’s use of multimodal com-
munication across speech, sign, verbal and visual gesture could have been lost or unduly influenced after researchers’ 
expressed interest in SSSL.

A more active approach to working with unreported sign languages is to ask community members about sign languages 
used in their own and neighboring areas, using shared or working languages as needed. In places like PNG, where ur-
banization and exogamy occur increasingly, community members who sign may not live in the immediate area. There 
may also be group knowledge about gesture or signing systems used in the past, if there are currently no deaf members 
of the community. Asking hearing community members about deaf people might be productive, but it also might not. 
Various attitudes about deafness may impact the group’s willingness to share such information with an outsider. Com-
munity members may also consider a sign language to be ‘gesture’ and assume that a researcher is not interested in 
these gestures. If this is the case, group members may be more willing to discuss the issue over time (Rarrick & Asonye 
2017).

While it is uncommon in PNG, other regions may have deaf schools. If so, contacting deaf schools is often a good way to 
meet deaf people in the area. These schools may also have resources for facilitating discussions between deaf signers 
and linguists who do not understand the local sign language. However, researchers should bear in mind that many deaf 
schools do not use indigenous sign languages. Such schools may use introduced sign languages or not use sign languag-
es at all, relying instead on oralism which teaches lip-reading skills rather than sign language use (Woodward 1982; 
Woodard 2003; Nonaka 2004). In PNG, this is clearly the case, as the primary language of instruction in deaf schools is 
PNGSL, an Australian Sign Language creole language (Simons & Fennig 2018). In the Kere community, asking communi-
ty members about sign language use before the deaf woman’s return to the village was fruitless, but community mem-
bers were quite willing to discuss deafness and the sign language after her return (Rarrick & Asonye 2017).
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3.2 After encountering a sign language
There are several ways in which a researcher might encounter an unreported sign language. In the case of SSSL, a deaf 
woman who had married into another clan chose to return to the Kere village during the time that a linguist was pres-
ent. In other cases, deaf children may be born in the community during a researcher’s fieldwork or hearing users of the 
spoken language may reveal to a researcher that there is a sign language in use. However this initial encounter hap-
pens, there are key components of working with signers before (§3.2.1) and after recording begins (§3.2.2), alongside 
other considerations (§3.2.3). Researchers in the early stages of working with a signing community should bear in mind 
the fact that what is appropriate for deaf sign language users may not be the same as what is appropriate for hearing 
spoken language users.

3.2.1 Before recording
Oftentimes, it is appropriate for researchers to take steps to engage with deaf people with and without hearing people 
present. Ideas about deafness as a disability are pervasive worldwide (Corker 1998; Kiyaga & Moores 2003; Rarrick & 
Asonye 2017). Researchers should understand and acknowledge that these ideologies exist without necessarily allowing 
them to influence their work (see §3.3). One way to address this initially is to validate deaf people’s independence by 
attempting to communicate with them individually without hearing people. This can be done through writing if the 
researcher and signer are literate in a shared language or through gesture to some extent. In order to be sensitive to 
the norms and practices of the entire community, it may also be necessary to meet with a group of both hearing and 
deaf people to discuss what is appropriate when working with signers and what are desirable research outcomes for 
the sign language. In some instances, the needs of the signing and speaking communities are quite different. This is the 
case for Kere speakers, who want to create revitalization and language learning materials for young children in Kere; 
while signers of SSSL want educational materials so that more deaf adult signers can become literate in Tok Pisin, a col-
onizing language which is a major threat to Kere (Rarrick & Asonye 2017). These differences in expectations and desired 
outcomes stem from the current lack of access to cultural information for young hearing children, and lack of access to 
education for deaf adults. Kere is also significantly more endangered than SSSL (Rarrick 2018), in part due to the poten-
tial for a sudden increase in SSSL users if there are deaf children born to SSSL-using parents, which would significantly 
alter the variable of intergenerational transmission when assessing endangerment (Rarrick 2024). It is also due to Kere 
experiencing continued decrease in the domains of use due to language shift, whereas SSSL has not (Rarrick 2020). This 
difference in perceived endangerment further shapes the users’ desired outcomes for SSSL language documentation, 
and demonstrates why researchers should not attempt to intuit the needs of the signing community based on the needs 
of speakers, or vice-versa. 

Once these types of issues have been addressed, researchers may begin planning to record the sign language, bearing 
in mind what will be appropriate in the research context and primary goals of existing projects. Of particular concern 
are the challenges to gaining informed consent (Nyst 2015) that will necessarily arise for linguists who do not share a 
language with signers. This type of challenge is familiar for linguists who work with small spoken languages in remote 
communities. When the Kere documentation project began, community members added a welcoming event to a large 
annual community gathering. During this event, Andrea, Bafinuc, and other community leaders explained the project 
to members of the community. Throughout the project, linguists and community members explained to others the 
project’s goals, how they could contribute if they wished, and that they could choose to have recordings made publicly 
available online. Members of the community were aware of when we came to do fieldwork and they knew there was 
a standing invitation to come see us if they wanted to participate. This is the same approach we took for consent and 
data collection generally. Kere people came to see us because they had already heard about the project and wanted to 
participate. We began recording sessions with individuals who had not recorded before by explaining the project and 
inviting them to talk about any topic of their choosing. After each recording session, we played back the recordings for 
the participant and asked if they wanted to keep the recording or delete it. If they wanted to keep it, we asked if they 
wanted to keep it privately or add it to the public online collection (at the time, ELDP required deposited materials from 
grant recipients to be available to all registered users). In the Kere community, there were a handful of community 
members with whom I did not share a language. This included deaf SSSL signers and hearing monolingual Kere speak-
ers (the oldest generation). When these individuals came to record narratives or conversations, a friend or family mem-
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ber accompanied them and facilitated communication. I also attempted to quickly gain working knowledge of Kere and 
SSSL to better communicate directly with these community members.

In the earliest stages of my work with SSSL, I started by reviewing recordings of spoken Kere. Since these recordings 
were collected with appropriate consent, I was able to use them to identify potential instances of SSSL use, including 
simultaneous codeswitching. Building on this, I played the clips without audio for Kere people and asked what they 
thought of the hand movements, including whether they have meaning and whether people do the same movement in 
different ways. During this time, I recorded short wordlists produced by hearing SSSL signers who were fluent English 
speakers as a pilot study. While these data do not fully represent SSSL as it is used by deaf signers, they were able to 
serve as a foundation for the research and, more importantly, to be collected with informed consent. With hearing Kere 
people, I ask questions using spoken Tok Pisin or English. With a literate deaf SSSL signer, I often use written questions. 
All deaf SSSL signers (and many hearing people), chose at least one close friend to join them in our discussions. For 
most deaf signers, their close hearing friends facilitate our discussion by acting as an interpreter or clarifying some-
thing that had been written. As our work with SSSL and Kere has progressed, we have taught community members 
(including deaf signers) to use the video cameras so that they can record themselves, review their recordings, and work 
with their own data if they choose. Whenever possible, I show potential participants examples of materials deposited 
in the Kere collection. I walk them through the steps of accessing archived materials on their smart phones and explain 
that anyone anywhere can access the recordings because the people in the recording chose to share the recording in 
this way. This practical demonstration is more effective for communication than trying to describe what ‘archival’ 
means. Using this approach, we have been able to collect four hours of video recordings of SSSL narratives, conversa-
tions, and vocabulary elicitation sessions. Approximately two hours of these recordings are archived and publicly avail-
able currently. These steps mitigate potential ethical issues, help individuals better understand the research, and work 
to ensure participants retain agency in the data collection process.

It is worth noting that in this context, people were not explicitly asked to bring their friends. Instead, because the 
community is quite small and has few visitors, when I arrive in the village, people know that I am there and will come 
to visit me whenever they desire, with the expectation that I will ask questions about language, and we may create re-
cordings. This creates an open invitation to all community members to participate in language work as they like. It also 
creates an opportunity for a style of group discussions that are more common and appropriate in the community than 
individual meetings. As a woman, it would be highly inappropriate in the Kere community for me to invite a man to 
meet without companions. While this contradicts the advice about meeting signers alone provided above, it also exem-
plifies the importance of interpreting these recommendations within specific contexts.

3.2.2 Recording
If a researcher does not have a background in sign language documentation and is able to make initial recordings with 
appropriate consent, the following points on framing, lighting, camera settings, and metadata should serve as guide-
lines for making such recordings. These recommendations are intended to address key features of sign languages and 
should be used alongside other guidelines for video recording in language documentation, like Seyfeddinipur & Rau 
(2020). Non-manual movements of the head and face are often grammatical in sign languages (Schembri 2010). This 
means that researchers need to pay special attention to capturing the full face and body, using settings that will clearly 
capture various fine-grained movements. Reducing background noise and proper audio levels are as important for re-
cording speech as proper lighting and framing are important for recording sign.

Framing
The frame should include a signer’s entire torso and entire arm span when they fully extend their arms vertically and 
horizontally. Consideration should be made to include the signer’s legs, and leg span within the frame, as they may also 
be a site of sign language articulation (Meakins et al. 2018:197), such as within the Adamorobe Sign Language in Ghana 
(Nyst 2007). It may be useful to provide a place for signers to sit comfortably to ensure that their limbs stay in the full 
frame. 
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Lighting
Backgrounds in muted tones without patterns will provide better contrast with the participants and their clothing, 
while also preventing light readings from skewing and causing under or over-exposure (Meakins et al. 2018:197). The 
lighting should ideally be stable and without visual distractions such as flickering of movement in the background, 
which may include a poorly secured backdrop. 

Camera settings & metadata
Following the preparation of the physical set up, the camera’s exposure and contrast settings should be adjusted for 
the participants’ skin tones, their clothing, and the background. When the exposure and contrast are appropriate, the 
details of participants’ faces, hands, and other body parts will be easy to see. They will not be blurred or blend into the 
background. This will better record the signers face and facial expressions, as well as finer nuances within signs. Addi-
tionally, resolution and frame rates should be carefully considered, bearing in mind that they may need to be higher for 
sign language data than for spoken languages. While manageable file sizes are important (Seyfeddinipur & Rau 2020), 
fast, fine-grained movements are often difficult to accurately capture with standard settings. Such movements are of-
ten necessary for sign language research and can impact the portability and reusability of sign language recordings. 
Eyeblinks, for instance, are exceptionally small and fast movements that simultaneously play an important role in sign 
language prosody (Muir & Richardson 2005; Sze 2008; Pfau 2016). Recordings with higher frame rates will create larger 
file sizes, but they will better capture features like eyeblinks, making the data more portable for future research. As 
with spoken languages, all of the information regarding environmental contexts and participants should be document-
ed and stored with recordings in order to be able to take into account environmental impacts on the recordings. This 
includes observations on spatial references to objects occurring beyond the frame (Meakins, Green & Turpin, 2018). It 
may also include filming set-ups, especially when more than one camera is used. For signer metadata, it can be useful 
to include information about hearing status, relationships with (other) deaf people and Deaf communities, and at what 
age the participant was exposed to signing.

3.2.3 Other considerations
Beginning recording will require researchers to make decisions about prioritizing existing projects, and expanding to 
include signing. These choices rest on the researchers’ own interests and commitments, as well as those of community 
members. If community members are interested in sign language documentation, researchers should seriously consid-
er recording some amount of interactional and lexical data. Irrespective of the researchers’ interests in sign language 
documentation, there are benefits of team-based research and of multimodal language documentation which need to 
be considered as part of project development, recording, and data management practices. Researchers who have re-
search interests in sign language documentation may continue to work with the sign language after the initial encoun-
ter, while also attempting to continue to work with the spoken language to some degree (see §4). Researchers who do 
not have research interests in sign language documentation should contact another researcher who does have such an 
interest and attempt to work as a team with community members to document both languages. As discussed in §1, this 
type of team-based documentation can better capture the linguistic situation of a given community (Mithun 2001; Gri-
nevald 2003; Dwyer 2006; Penfield et al. 2008; Meakins et al. 2018) and further best practices for both spoken and signed 
languages by reaching across modalities to lend insights into the work of each subfield. Research teams that involve 
language stakeholders at every level are important for producing high-quality data in addition to ensuring that com-
munity goals are prioritized and that data is collected ethically, especially in signing contexts (Nyst 2015; Pfau & Ze-
shan 2016). If collaboration with sign language experts is not feasible, the recordings should be appropriately archived 
and available for future researchers and language stakeholders, in accordance with consent procedures and practices 
appropriate for the community at the time the recordings were made (Penfield et al. 2008). This process of recording 
video of groups which are not previously known to use sign languages is further supported by Seyfeddinipur (2012), 
wherein she argues gestures should be recorded either incidentally or consciously for the purpose of more in-depth 
linguistic analysis.
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While these considerations regarding video recordings are designed for sign language documentation, they represent 
another benefit of bridging spoken language documentation and signed language documentation. I argue in §4 that 
reaching across subfields, using team-based research allows linguists to better capture gestures and full linguistic 
events (Austin 2006; Fried et al. 2015). Like the Swadesh list used for spoken languages (Swadesh 1955), the Swadesh 
list modified for sign languages (Woodward 1978; Woodward 1991) can be used as a starting point for initial recordings. 
Such lists can be used to help determine if the language is related to other sign languages, and recordings from multiple 
users can lend insight into how much variation occurs across signers. Lists can be collected from literate deaf signers, 
hearing literate signers, or from deaf signers by using monolingual picture-based or environment-based elicitation. The 
third of these strategies is often preferable in terms of quality of data and the Swadesh list modified for sign languages 
can be found in Appendix A. Additional recordings of conversations, terms for local flora and fauna or items of cultural 
significance, and narratives can also be made. As many small sign languages are highly endangered, such recordings are 
invaluable and should be archived and shared to the extent agreed upon as appropriate by the community (Penfield et 
al. 2008), regardless of how research proceeds.

3.3 Follow-up, trust-building, and the IRB
Ethical and appropriate research with sign languages must be done in consultation with signers and through reference 
to the work of deaf linguists throughout the research process. For many communities, establishing a team-based ap-
proach to language documentation and other types of research will be part of ongoing consultation with signers. Works 
like Kusters et al. (2017) present a broad overview of current trends and issues in sign language research and deaf stud-
ies. This includes perspectives on what the roles of deaf and hearing scholars should be in research. Covering a range of 
contexts, including those in the global South, the individual authors provide case studies and general recommendations 
that better inform researchers on best practices for engaging with deaf people and signing communities over time. 
Specific reflections on fieldwork are also provided (Hou 2017). Similarly, Orfanidou et al. (2015) offers a practical guide 
to working with signers and sign languages. In the first chapter, Singleton et al. (2015) discuss ethical and practical 
considerations for deaf-friendly sign language research. Linguists working with signers should carefully consider these 
recommendations in building a research team. It is essential to be mindful of the roles of deaf people (both scholars and 
stakeholders) have within the research, including communication and working practices that ensure these deaf signers 
retain agency of their language throughout the process.

Ethical and appropriate research practices are inherently shaped by context and culture, including Deaf cultures which 
may exist alongside other cultures within a community. Researchers who may encounter sign languages should refer 
to the growing body of literature that explores this and practices in ethical sign language research. Linguists without a 
background in sign languages may benefit especially from referring to works which comment directly on principles for 
working with sign languages and signing communities. Harris et al. (2009), for example, proposes Sign Language Com-
munities’ Terms of Reference Principles (Appendix B). This includes principles for working with Sign Language commu-
nities to ensure that research is by, for, and with members of such communities. Hou & de Vos (2022) also discusses key 
ethical issues in sign language documentation and description, including categorizations of signing practices. They rec-
ommend researchers focus on interactional processes of signing practices, rather than elicitation methods designed to 
focus on analysis of linguistic structures. They also justify their use of ethnographic approaches and longitudinal field-
work in sign language documentation, arguing that such approaches better inform linguists’ understanding of languag-
es and language ecologies over time. Practical guides for fieldwork also address ethical issues in sign language research 
to various degrees. Noteworthy examples include Kusters et al. (2017), Nyst (2015) & Singleton et al. (2015). 

While working with the community and establishing trust are vital parts of any documentation project, they can be es-
pecially important in communities where deaf people are ostracized (Corker 1998; Kiyaga & Moores 2003). When follow-
ing up after initial introductions with signers, trust-building can be complex because of this. For outsider researchers, 
trust-building with deaf people may include making attempts to communicate in writing or through gestures and using 
their language as early and often as possible. Researchers should also continually make efforts to work with deaf people 
with and without hearing people present, to the extent that is appropriate in the community, as it is often the case that 
deaf people do not rely on hearing people in their everyday lives and do not want to rely on hearing people if possible.

In the United States, however, deafness is widely considered a disability by hearing people (Corker 1998; Kiyaga & 
Moores 2003). Because of this, researchers attempting to work with sign languages typically must go through addition-
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al processing with their institution’s internal review board (IRB), as the governing system deems all deaf people to be 
members of a vulnerable population. In communities where deaf people fully participate in all aspects of life and do not 
consider themselves disabled or vulnerable, researchers can make this clear in descriptions of their work, including IRB 
and other bureaucratic applications. In my experience, an explanation that deaf people are not disabled or vulnerable 
in a given community has not changed the minds of IRB reviewers, but it is a simple way to amplify the perspectives of 
deaf people. Whether additional review is necessary for working with deaf signers is a potential issue for fieldworkers 
who meet deaf signers unexpectedly and in remote places. When I met the first deaf signer of SSSL, for example, it was 
impossible to go through university ethics processes before I left PNG. To navigate this issue, as well as the barrier of in-
formed consent without a shared language, I recorded a short wordlist with a hearing signer who spoke English. Using 
that as a starting point for comparison with other documented sign languages and the existing Kere data, I was able to 
gain ethical approval and start recording with deaf signers when I returned the following year.

 

4. Sign Language researchers & neighboring spoken languages
Much of this article focuses on what spoken language researchers can do to record unreported sign languages, but 
bridging sign language documentation and spoken language documentation goes both ways. By working on teams with 
community members and documentary linguists who focus on the spoken language, sign language researchers can also 
benefit. Through such team-based, cross-modal documentation, sign language linguists can learn more about the sign 
languages with which they work and further best practices for sign language documentation by considering the entire 
linguistic environment in which a language is used in depth (Meakins et al. 2018). Familiarity with the spoken lan-
guages used in a community also has practical benefits for researchers. It may better enable communication with deaf 
signers who are literate and their friends who speak the language. It may also facilitate asking hearing people questions 
that provide insight into community attitudes about deafness or lead to the identification of deaf signers and sign lan-
guages in the region.

Working to document signed and spoken languages better informs linguistic typology across modalities (see Le Gruen 
2012, p. 244; Meakins et al. 2018, p. 189). It can also better serve the entire community, through language recognition, 
outputs that reflect the diversity of the linguistic landscape, and the building of capacity for language work (Pfau & Ze-
shan 2016). In environments where deaf and hearing people are both signers, or signed and spoken languages are oth-
erwise in contact, knowledge of the spoken language can also lend insights to the analysis of non-manual markers, such 
as the obligatory mouthing of the Hawaiian word pau ‘finished’ in Hawai‘i Sign Language (HSL) with the lexical item 
meaning ‘finished’ in HSL (Clark et al. 2013). Naturalistic data from hearing signers speaking their language may also 
contain instances of simultaneous bilingual-bimodal codeswitching which is noteworthy for both spoken and signed 
language analysis. This is evidenced by the codeswitching exemplified in the video discussed in §3.1 (reproduced here) 
where a hearing man uses SSSL lexemes while speaking Kere [bilingual bimodal.mp4]. Spoken languages and signed 
languages may also share similar threats, such as colonizing languages or decreases in a community’s population; these 
issues are likely to be better understood through multimodal documentation and solutions to these threats may be sim-
ilar for all languages of the community. 

5. Conclusions
Language documentation is informed by both spoken and signed language documentation efforts. For example, from 
working with signed languages, we can better understand best practices for video recording; from working with spoken 
languages, we can better understand issues of endangerment which affect minority languages, regardless of modality. 
In order to advance this field, researchers with interests in both types of languages need to work together to fine-tune 
best practices for recording entire linguistic events and linguistic environments. Oftentimes, spoken language research-
ers are already working with communities which may have unreported, threatened signed languages. As argued above, 
these languages are not well-understood and their documentation and description is thus vital towards understanding 
what is common and what is possible in languages. Here, I have provided steps for both spoken language and sign lan-
guage researchers to address this imbalance in research and enrich their own work by investigating all languages used 
in the community. To achieve this, team-based research and a reliance on video-based documentation is essential. The 
insights that both subfields can gain from this type of work is invaluable and therefore modern best practices for lan-
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guage documentation should include attempting to work with all threatened or unreported languages of a community, 
bearing in mind the recommendations put forth here. Through such efforts, we can advance both language documen-
tation and description and continue to safeguard the interests of the entire community with whom we work, regardless 
of hearing status.
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Appendix A: Swadesh list for Sign Languages (Woodward 1978; Woodward 1991)

1. all
2. animal		
3. bad
4. because
5. bird
6. black
7. blood
8. child
9. count
10. day
11. die
12. dirty
13. dog
14. dry
16. dust
17. earth
18. egg
19. fat/grease
20. father
21. feather
22. fire
23. fish
24. flower
25. good
26. grass
27. green
28. heavy
29. how
30. hunt
31. husband
32. ice
33. if
34. kill
35. laugh

36. leaf
37. lie
38. live
39. long
40. louse
41. man
42. meat
43. mother
44. mountain
45. name
46. narrow
47. new
48. night
49. not
50. old
51. other
52. person
53. play
54. rain
55. red
56. right
57. river
58. rope
59. salt
60. sea
61. sharp
62. short
63. sing
64. sit
65. smooth
66. snake
67. snow
68. stand
69. star

70. stone
71. sun
72. tail
73. thin
74. tree
75. vomit
76. warm
77. water
78. wet
79. what
80. when
81. where
82. white
83. who
84. wide
85. wife
86. wind
87. with
88. woman
89. wood
90. worm
91. year
92. yellow
93. full
94. moon
95. brother
96. cat
97. dance
98. pig
99. sister
100. work
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Appendix B: Sign Language Communities’ Terms of Reference Principles
(Adapted from ITR)” (Harris, Holmes & Mertens 2009:115)

1. The authority for the construction of meanings and knowledge within the Sign Language community rests with the 
community’s members.

2. Investigators should acknowledge that Sign Language community members have the right to have those things that 
they value to be fully considered in all interactions.

3. Investigators should take into account the worldviews of the Sign Language community in all negotiations or deal-
ings that impact on the community’s members.

4. In the application of Sign Language communities’ terms of reference, investigators should recognize the diverse ex-
periences, understandings, and way of life (in sign language societies) that reflect their contemporary cultures.

5. Investigators should ensure that the views and perceptions of the critical reference group (the sign language group) 
is reflected in any process of validating and evaluating the extent to which Sign Language communities’ terms of refer-
ence have been taken into account.

6. Investigators should negotiate within and among sign language groups to establish appropriate processes to consider 
and determine the criteria for deciding how to meet cultural imperatives, social needs, and priorities.
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