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Grammar description is essential for preserving and exploring the linguistic diversity of sign language
communities (in line with Hale, 1992, Kadanya, 2006), while there are many issues concerning
reproducibility, sustainability and data stewardship concerning the documentation of sign languages
(see Palfreyman, 2022). The paper explores current issues in sign language grammar description in five
areas: (a) how data collection methods are constructed and conducted in relation to Deaf sign language
users' linguistic knowledge, (b) how data analysis affects the understanding of sign languages in their
academic contexts, (c) what considerations have arisen in the presentation of sign language grammar
description, (d) what issues emerge in the collaboration between linguists and sign language
communities, and (e) what benefits the documentation-based approach can offer in describing sign
language grammar. The empirical data is based mainly on exploratory interviews with twelve sign
linguists from around the world who have worked on sign language grammar and have contributed
their experiences and insights. For the analysis of the transcribed interviews, deductive content
analysis is used with pre-defined categories. The results of the content analysis of the interviews
provide preliminary findings on (a) the notion of grammar description for and in sign languages, (b) the
challenges and possibilities of modality-related description models, (c) the usability, representability
and accessibility of linguistic data (Holton, Leonard & Pulsifier, 2022, Good, 2022), (d) the role of sign
language grammar descriptions in academic and other contexts where professionals work with sign
languages (Mithun, 2006), and (e) the nature of collaboration between linguists and sign language
communities (Ameka, 2006, Yamada, 2007, Guity 2022). The preliminary analysis reveals that there
the grammar description projects are social practices embedded in negotiations in academia and
communities and the sustainable and usable grammar description projects can be nurtured within
language documentation framework, through series of negotiations between academia and
communities of sign language(s). Finally, based on the findings, we will discuss ongoing issues on the
role of language modality, language documentation, and linguistic diversity in the description of sign
language grammar in the light of collaborative research (Rice, 2018).

References

Ameka, F. K. (2006). Real descriptions: Reflections on native speaker and non-native speaker
descriptions of a language. In F. K. Ameka, A. Dench, & N. Evans (Eds.), Catching Language: The
Standing Challenge of Grammar Writing. Berlin / New York: De Gruyter Mouton, 69-112.
https://doi.org/doi:10.1515/9783110197693.69

Good, J. (2022). The Scope of Linguistic Data. In A. L. Berez-Kroeker, B. McDonnell, E. Koller, & L.
B. Collister (Eds.), The Open Handbook of Linguistic Data Management. MIT Press, 27-47.
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/12200.003.0007



Guity, A. (2022). Esharani Grammatical Sketch: An Initial Description of the Lexicon and Grammar
Gallaudet University [Doctoral dissertation]. Washington D.C.

Hale, K., Craig, C., England, N., Laverne Masayesva, J., Krauss, M., Watahomigie, L., & Yamamoto,
A. (1992). Endangered Language. Language 68(1), 1-42.

Holton, G., Leonard, W. Y., & Pulsifer, P. L. (2022). Indigenous Peoples, Ethics, and Linguistic Data.
In A. L. Berez-Kroeker, B. McDonnell, E. Koller, & L. B. Collister (Eds.), The Open Handbook of Linguistic
Data Management. MIT Press, 49-60.
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/12200.003.0008

Kadanya, J. L. (2006). Writing grammars for the community. Studies in Language 30(2), 253-257.
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1075/sl.30.2.04kad

Mithun, M. (2006). Grammars and the community. Studies in Language 30(2), 281-306.
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1075/sl.30.2.06mit

Palfreyman, N. (2022). Managing Sign Language Data from Fieldwork. In A. L. Berez-Kroeker, B.
McDonnell, E. Koller, & L. B. Collister (Eds.), The Open Handbook of Linguistic Data Management. MIT
Press, 267-276. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/12200.003.0026

Rice, K. (2018). Collaborative research: Visions and realities. In S. Bischoff & C. Jany (Ed.), Insights
from Practices in Community-Based Research: From Theory To Practice Around The Globe. Berlin /
Boston: De Gruyter Mouton, 13-37. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110527018-002

Yamada, Racquel-Maria (2007). Collaborative linguistic fieldwork: Practical application of the
empowerment model. Language Documentation & Conservation 1(2), 257-282.



