
Copyright 

by 

Michael Francis Wynne, Jr. 

2013 



The Thesis Committee for Michael Francis Wynne, Jr. 
Certifies that this is the approved version of the following thesis: 

Joint Usage in Sign Language Acquisition: A pedagogical model 

APPROVED BY 
SUPERVISING COMMITTEE: 

Richard P. Meier 

Elaine K. Horwitz 

Supervisor: 



Joint Usage in Sign Language Acquisition: A pedagogical model 

by 

Michael Francis Wynne, Jr., B.A.; M.A. 

Thesis 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of 

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

Master of Arts 

The University of Texas at Austin 
December 2013 



iv

Abstract 

Joint Usage in Sign Language Acquisition: A pedagogical model 

Michael Francis Wynne, Jr., M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

Supervisor:  Richard P. Meier 

This paper utilizes prior studies attempting to explain different possible 

phonological production errors among adults who learn American Sign Language (ASL) 

as a second language (L2).   These studies have offered theoretical grounding to such 

production errors.  One area of study in particular is further explored in this paper and 

that is how specific joints of the arm and hand are used in the production of signs (Mirus, 

et al., 2001, Meier, et al 2008).  L2 learners of ASL are essentially learning a new 

language using a different modality and this new modality requires that they relearn how 

to use specific motor skills needed in order to produce sign vocabulary.  To address this, 

an exploratory teaching module is proposed with the need for further action research to 

discuss its effectiveness.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

The teaching and learning of American Sign Language (ASL) as a foreign 

language or second language has become increasingly popular across the nation.   Recent 

reports state that ASL is the fourth most studied language in the United States (Furman, 

Goldberg, & Lusin, 2010).  While the status of the language has become mainstream, 

what has not followed is an in-depth, research-based understanding of how learners 

acquire sign language, or whether and how the acquisition of ASL is similar to or 

different from the second language acquisition of spoken languages.  This would include 

several components: an understanding of what the learner brings to the classroom, the 

unpacking of the language in order to provide learners with a sequenced and a scaffolded 

curriculum that is driven by research, and an understanding of the relationship between 

languages of different modalities.  This has become a pressing issue among scholars in 

the field of ASL as a foreign language.  The aims of this paper are twofold: first, to begin 

the unpacking process by focusing on an in-depth understanding of the basic 

phonological components of a sign and, second, to provide instructors with a teaching 

model to employ in the classroom.  

Prior studies have offered insight into different issues involving second language 

acquisition of sign languages; the issue that most may find intriguing involves the fact 

that learners are likely learning a new language of a different modality.  The typical 

learner who comes into an ASL classroom comes with an aural language background.  

Transitioning from an aural language to a visual language provides the beginner learner a 

challenging process even before they begin to learn the language.  The amount of time 
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necessary to process this transition varies among learners and this is essential in the 

discussion of acquisition of sign phonology.  Present research offers very little insight as 

to the degree of phonological overlap between languages of a different modality (i.e. 

English to ASL).  ASL learners often produce various phonological production errors, 

and the question of where production errors stem from has been a topic of debate.  This 

gap between research and classroom application does not reinforce successful 

phonological acquisition of signs.  Such errors include inaccurate handshape use, 

incorrect movement, and in some cases location inaccuracies.  In the current literature, 

most of the discussion involving second language acquisition (SLA) is limited to 

language pairs of the same modality and very little is known about how second language 

(L2) learners acquire languages of a different modality.  The scope of this project 

specifically addresses the phonological acquisition of ASL among second language 

learners whose first language (L1) is English.   

 

Characteristics of an Adult L2 Learner 

We understand from a number of second language acquisition theories that the 

role of L1 development in L2 is essential. A fully developed L1 provides learners with 

the cognitive skills necessary to process information in a new language. This advantage 

has been explored in a study involving ASL as an L2 among late-deafened adults where 

they demonstrate higher levels of mastery in the acquisition of ASL with support from 

spoken English as their L1 as compared to those deaf subjects who learn an L2 with a 

delayed L1 (Mayberry, 1993).  This may closely reflect the cognitive view of SLA, 

where learners attempt to construct rules for their L2 based on their understanding of L1.  
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In the case of spoken languages, adult learners rely on their understanding of language 

structure and phonological rules of their L1 and then go through a process of elimination 

with the new language.  Specific phonological rules that are similar are kept, and those 

that are different are eventually replaced by appropriate phonological rules in the L2.   

With this spoken language L2 acquisition process in mind, we look at the unique 

challenges an adult L2 learner of a signed language faces.  Clearly, the phonology 

between the two languages is different.  One is expected to learn the visual-manual 

articulatory segments in sign languages, which likely means the idea of relying on their 

spoken L1 phonological schema would not be as successful as if the learner were 

acquiring another spoken language.  This in turn suggests that learners are faced with a 

different type of challenge when processing a sign language as a L2, and because of the 

lack of experience, one would expect L2 sign language learners to produce interesting 

phonological errors.   

In comparing adult L2 learners of signed languages to younger L1 learners, the 

developmental effect of physical/motor skills for younger children is often posited as the 

explanation for why one might see more phonological production errors among adults.  

This goes to show that, potentially, physical/motor skills influence the phonological 

production of signs, with younger children at an advantage given the fact that they are 

developing physical and motor skills and learning sign language simultaneously this 

provides them with the opportunity to integrate the two learning processes as opposed to 

having to relearn use of certain physical and motor skills subsequently as is the case with 

adult learners of ASL as a L2.  The fact that physical/motor skills have already been 

developed in adults suggests that their production and perception errors may be more 
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cognitive related.  The problems of understanding the process of acquiring signed 

languages as an adult compared to a child learning sign language as an L1 presents us 

two different acquisition processes. Because there are physical/motor skill development 

differences between the two groups, we must recognize and attempt to explain adult sign 

language as L2 acquisition on its own terms.   

 

Phonological Overlap between English and ASL 

In the discussion of whether or not phonological systems overlap between a 

spoken L1 and a signed L2, and vice versa (should we discuss deaf children acquiring a 

spoken language), we understand that spoken words can be broken into smaller parts 

known as phonemes and the same can be said of signs.  The small parts at first glance 

appears to have no overlap between the two systems and this is often the subject of 

debate among those teaching ASL:  With what do we build on in order to foster a better 

understanding of internal structures of signs?  Researchers as well as instructors have 

often attempted to build on student’s knowledge of visual gestural communication (VGC) 

or have attempted to describe to students in detail the linguistic structure of signs.  While 

both of these strategies are effective teaching as well as meta-linguistic tools to use 

within the classroom, production errors are still prevalent among L2 learners of ASL.  

The teaching approach to the phonological structure of signs in ASL needs to be further 

reinforced through research based pedagogical practice.   

The goal of this paper is to discuss how we might offer L2 ASL learners tools to 

acquire the phonological components of signs.  Through different teaching modules, we 

aim to bring attention as well as training to specific phonological components and 
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attempt to find out where production errors occur.  What we understand through current 

literature are explanations of different possible phonological production errors and 

different theories suggesting why these errors occur.  Further development of these 

explanations is necessary because what we still do not know and understand is what these 

errors imply in terms of language acquisition.  How might an instructor take these errors 

as indicators that certain instructional tools or lessons are necessary to help bridge the 

gap?  Even before we can discuss instructional tools, we need to begin doing research by 

learning more about what L2 learners experience when learning sign language 

phonology.  By having an in-depth understanding of common errors produced in sign 

phonology, we can then develop necessary tools for teachers and students to use in order 

to assist in the development of sign vocabulary.  It is still unclear as to whether or not 

these errors are caused by cognitive or physical/motor constraints.  This proposal may 

also further explore what these constraints are and whether or not these constraints can be 

addressed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6 
 

 

 

Chapter 2 Related Work 

Current literature discussing language acquisition from a spoken language to a 

signed language is limited.  The articles under discussion specifically address acquisition 

of phonological features in sign language and within these articles also include the debate 

of whether or not there is a phonological overlap between languages of different 

modalities.  Rosen (2004) discusses individual student’s understanding of their body 

schema and motor development as an adult as opposed to a younger child.  Mirus, et al. 

(2001), discusses the development of specific motor skills to develop proficiency in sign 

production, and like Rosen, the difference in younger children acquiring sign language as 

opposed to adult learners is discussed.  Pichler (2009) discusses how L2 learners of sign 

language may actually rely on basic knowledge of unmarked handshapes commonly used 

within gestural communication to build phonological production in sign language.  There 

has been very limited research in this area, yet these three articles offer ideas to explain 

the phenomenon and are viewed as building blocks to further research in this area.  

Rosen, in his 2004 article, discusses different L1-L2 acquisition models and 

argues for the notion that specific models (L1 Transfer, Universal Grammar) may not be 

applicable to situations involving L1 as a spoken language and L2 as signed languages.  

Both models assume that both L1 and L2 share the same kind of modality with their 

phonological systems, which is typically not the case between spoken and signed 

languages.  In comparing studies done with L1 and L2 sign language learners, Rosen 

discusses how the two groups of learners experience do not parallel one another mainly 
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due to how the language is developed using their body, with sign language using hands, 

body, and face and spoken languages using the mouth and vocal cords.   

Rosen proposes the Cognitive Phonology Model (CPM) as an explanation for L2 

production errors in ASL lexical phonology; according to this model, L2 learners 

cognitively process the psycholinguistic use of their body as a means to perceive, recall, 

produce, and communicate phonologies in sign language (Rosen, 36).  Errors are 

explained through cognitive processes including: substitutions, additions, deletions, and 

reversals of specific articulatory features.  Through this model, Rosen discusses different 

production errors in each of the five phonological parameters in American Sign Language 

through a lack of both dexterity and perception.  

Results from this study suggest that adult L2 learners do not have a fully 

developed cognitive understanding of their body schema.  Learners exhibit errors in both 

reception/production in ASL as a result of this. This means there is an increased 

likelihood one would find errors in perception and dexterity.  With the understanding of 

phonological production errors and how to account for the differences in phonological 

systems, this research provides us with further questions as to how signed languages are 

taught in the classroom and how one might counter the issue of phonological systems that 

do not overlap.  With the understanding that L2 ASL learners have to learn a new 

phonological system through visual-manual articulatory features and that they would 

likely have a weak cognitive understanding of their body schema, the development of 

how their body is organized and how it can be used to communicate sign language 

phonology.  Early sign language acquisition studies have also discussed development of 

body schema in similar terms as Rosen has suggested, the ability to master visual 
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language requires an in-depth understanding of how language is perceived visually in 

conjunction to how they would produce signs using their own body (Marentette, et. al., 

2000).  Pedagogical practices must involve careful analysis of how to reinforce each 

student’s development of his/her body schema.   

Building on our understanding of the phonology of signed languages, the Mirus et 

al. (2001) study focuses specific attention on the development of motor skills in order to 

develop proficiency in signed languages that use visual-manual articulatory features in 

their phonological systems.  The physical development of a young child starts with motor 

development in the proximal area (use of joints closer to the torso) and eventually the 

development of distal motor skills (joints farther away from the torso).  Earlier studies 

have suggested that younger children acquiring sign language would most likely use 

proximal articulators omitting distal articulators until that motor skill is fully developed.  

With this understanding, we can explain that for younger children, the development of 

motor skills is a work in progress.  Turning our attention to adult L2 learners, this study 

begins to analyze whether or not they have specific behaviors that show a preference to 

proximalize sign movement as one would if they were developing new motor skills (i.e. 

handwriting skills using your non-dominant hand). 

The design for the Mirus, et al. study involved two different sign languages (ASL 

and DGS) and also two different study groups, including native users of sign languages 

on the one hand and, on the other, those who had little to no exposure to sign language.  

All subjects had to undergo an imitation test, where they imitated stimuli provided to 

them through video.  Tests addressed signs using both single-joints and multiple-joints, 

and analysis of data categorized stimulus responses in three categories, whether they 
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were “distalized”, “proximalized”, or the same as what was shown in the stimuli.  Results 

from this study show that those who had little to no exposure to sign language had a 

strong preference to proximalize signs in both the single-joint test and the multiple-joint 

test.  Native signers showed less preference for proximalization and are more likely to 

detect distal movement within the stimuli even if the language shown is not the sign 

language that they use daily.   

Findings from this study indicate the need to further understand the influence of 

motor skill development on the acquisition of sign language phonology in adult L2 

learners.  The complexity of signs range from those that fall proximally to the torso, and 

those that are more distal from the torso.  Further analysis of how joints are used within 

signs will reinforce our ability to be able to recognize accuracy in sign production as well 

as distinguish between native signers and novice/beginning level signers.  This 

understanding also influences pedagogical practices if one were to accomplish the 

development of native-like sign proficiency among those who are adult L2 learners.   

In Pichler’s (2009) article discussing handshape accuracy in sign production 

within a group of first-time hearing signers, we learn a different possible explanation is 

reasonable in terms of explaining why production errors occur with handshapes.  Using a 

common understanding of how an L2 is acquired, Pichler explains how learners tend to 

produce errors in marked forms for they are not frequently used, nor are they naturally 

developed.  Unmarked forms are used more frequently because it is easier to produce 

thus easier to reproduce and articulate.   

In discussing the contrast with markedness in handshapes, Pichler discusses 

earlier findings by Boyes Braem (1973/1990) regarding a hierarchy of handshape 
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markedness.  Through this we have a scale of handshapes that are closer to unmarked 

forms than to marked forms, forms that are unmarked are more frequent and closer to the 

shape of a hand at rest.  Marked forms require manipulation of fingers to create such a 

shape (examples include numbers 7 and 8, handshapes T, M, and N). Pichler argues that 

L2 learners are more susceptible to the effects of markedness in the beginning stages of 

the acquisition of ASL.  In contrast to the article by Rosen, where he argues that, because 

adults have fully developed motor skills, their production errors should not be affected by 

this development, Pichler argues that even with a fully developed motor system, one is 

not guaranteed to use these motor skills without difficulty in the acquisition of sign 

language.  

In terms of transfer effects, we have already discussed the issue of whether or not 

there is a phonological overlap between a spoken first language and a signed second 

language and Pichler proposes a different take on whether or not transfer effects have any 

possible role in the production of handshapes.  Instead of referring to the phonology of a 

spoken language, she proposes we look at the transfer between a system of 

conventionalized gestures that are common among hearing individuals.  Similarities 

between conventionalized gestures and handshapes within sign languages appear to 

suggest possible transfer of specific handshapes to L2 acquisition of sign language.  

Research findings from Pichler’s study found contrasting evidence from  what 

was originally hypothesized. On that hypothesis, subjects should reproduce unmarked 

forms with greater accuracy than of marked forms; results indicate the opposite is true.  

This prediction was only true for one of the participants; most of the participants were 

able to reproduce marked forms with greater accuracy than of unmarked forms.  Plausible 
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explanations for this finding suggest that unmarked forms are reproduced with accuracy, 

and that marked forms are also reproduced with accuracy because there are no transfer 

effects of these forms from conventionalized gestures.  Marked forms are likely not used 

within conventionalized gestures and as a result and these forms are naturally acquired 

according to normal developmental patterns.     

Research done by Rosen, Mirus et al., and Pichler provide us with important 

guiding tools to further expand on research in the phonological acquisition in sign 

languages without reinforcement from L1 phonology.  As all three articles appear to 

suggest this is an area that is severely lacking in research.  While all three studies discuss 

different aspects of sign language phonology, Pichler’s work has offered insight as to 

how to further analyze production errors within one phonological feature.  Further studies 

on other features are necessary in order to begin assembling a better understanding of 

how these features are acquired.   
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Chapter 3 Teaching Module: Joint Usage in American Sign Language 

 

Overview 

 
Based on the discussion proposed in a study done by Mirus, et al. (2001) and 

further discussed in Meier et al. (2008), this teaching module discusses classroom 

applications for the teaching of joint usage in ASL.  The understanding of how sounds are 

produced in spoken languages promotes increased phonological awareness for learners, 

this process is lacking in the teaching of ASL.  By breaking down different phonological 

components based on how signs are produced through the use of specific joints, the 

module would provide learners with the tools necessary to gain a more in-depth 

understanding of sign phonology as well as production.   

The debate on phonology’s place in the classroom has influenced the make up of 

this module.  It is not clear whether or not the explicit teaching of these skills provides 

learners with positive results, and whether or not one can address phonology in the 

classroom in a way that is comprehensive (Moyer, 2013).  Aside from the contentious 

discussion as illustrated in Moyer’s book, the notion that  teaching spoken language 

phonology has been thoroughly explored in order to assist learners’ ability to acquire that 

language suggest that the same should be considered for sign languages.  A simple search 

online would provide you with thousands of different links of instructional resources to 

teach spoken language phonology or phonics. There are different materials readily 

available to make learning phonology as accessible as possible, and often through social 

network means.  At the time of this writing, if a teacher attempts to search for any lesson 

or activity to teach sign phonology, s/he would likely come across sites that provide the 
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basics to understanding sign phonology, yet not supported with classroom applications.   

Current curricular materials, including the Signing Naturally (2008) textbook series that 

is used for the majority of sign programs across the nation (Quinto-Pozos, 2011) do not 

include sections on sign phonology, nor do they suggest any mechanism or tools to 

provide learners explicit instruction to gain in-depth understanding of sign production.   

This missing piece of language learning shows the need for further research and practice 

in the field of sign language instruction. 

Refraining from a prescriptive approach to teaching sign production, we aim to 

provide learners explicit opportunities in order to bring attention to joint usage as a means 

to providing them with basic tools necessary to process new signed vocabulary.  Current 

practice includes providing students with the sign in a straightforward manner that is not 

supplemented with learning strategies to help learners process them.  This, in turn, gives 

learners little direction in fully processing signs and potentially results in production 

errors.   

While the effectiveness of explicit instruction in sign phonology has not been 

fully researched, the importance of teaching phonology in spoken language has been 

discussed.  A recent example of instructing phonology includes a study of twenty native 

Japanese learners of English in ESL (English as a second language).  The participants 

were divided into two groups (control/experimental) to determine the effectiveness of 

explicit instruction.  One group received explicit instruction regarding English-specific 

segmentals while the other did not.  The results indicate a marked improvement on the 

comprehensibility of these segmentals for the group that received explicit instruction 

(Saito, 2011).  With this research, we may then suggest that there is potential for explicit 



14 
 

instruction in supporting the learning of sign phonology.  Different learning outcomes in 

this module are designed to provide learners the ability to recognize and remember how 

signs are produced according to joint usage.  Increased accuracy in the production of new 

signed-vocabulary would be a consequence of this new understanding.  And, finally, 

there could be a way to break down signs even further than what we currently understand 

with sign phonology (Baker-Shenk & Cokely, 1980; Valli & Lucas, 2000; Sandler & 

Lillo-Martin, 2006; Johnston & Schembri, 2007).  In addition to being able to 

comprehend new signs and to process them, students should also produce signs with 

greater accuracy.   

By going beyond sign phonology, students will then have basic components of 

sign phonology (Movement, Location, Handshape, and Palm Orientation), followed by an 

in-depth understanding of joint usage.  We refer to Meier (2008) to gain an in-depth 

understanding of joint usage in ASL, where the study focuses on children’s early signs, 

but we will extract the parts discussing proximalization of movement in signs to further 

reinforce this module.  Naturally, we understand that signs are produced using the body, 

and when one uses their body, they use specific joints to create movement.  This is what 

is being further analyzed and discussed: exactly what joint is used to create signs? And, 

do errors in sign production stem from how one might proximalize signs that are 

supposed to use distal joints?  With our understanding of human physical development, 

certain motor skills are used within signs.  These motor skills may need to be trained in 

order to produce signs with greater accuracy if one learns sign language for the first time.  

The model that we will use in the teaching of proximal and distal joints is shown in 

Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. The range of joints used that are proximal to and distal from the torso. (Meier, 
et al., 2008) 

 
 
This scale is supplemented with the coding system used in the study, which included 

twelve possibilities.  For the purpose of this module, we will only use seven of the twelve 

proposed categories, as the remaining categories are more specific to the study or did not 

show enough frequency in the study sample to warrant its own category in the teaching 

module.  Because our aim for this module is to make joint usage applicable to the 

classroom, it is feasible to consider basic categories of joints in order to make 

information more accessible for the learner.  One possible approach to teaching joint 

usage in order to prevent possible confusion caused by variation of handshapes in ASL 

one could help distinguish joints through these categories by using the same handshape. 

The seven categories include: shoulder, shoulder twist, elbow to/fro, forearm twist, wrist 

up/down, first knuckles (K1), second knuckles (K2). Basic sign examples using the B-

Handshape with thumb extended outward or inward for each category are outlined in 

Figure 2.  
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Shoulder: MEMBER    

Shoulder twist: ALL-DAY  

Elbow to/fro: THANK-YOU   

Forearm twist: YOUNG  

Wrist up/down: KNOW-THAT  

First knuckles (K1): BECAUSE  

Second knuckles (K2): NAIL-BITER  

Figure 2: Signs using B-handshape with thumb extended outward or inward for each joint 
category.  
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 With virtually no research or guide on teaching sign language phonology to L2 

learners, this module is designed in a way that discusses proposed teaching methods in an 

exploratory manner.  Utilizing the Communicative Language Teaching methodology, 

students involved in this learning opportunity learn through interactive activities.  These 

activities provide students with opportunities to learn more about joint usage in ASL 

through interaction with other learners, with the teacher, as well as within the community.  

The uniqueness of this approach enables students to acquire sign vocabulary through 

multiple sources rather than just one person serving as a language model.  This module 

also serves as a starting point to current research on joint usage in sign language and 

classroom applications.  This proposed module would benefit from contributions of 

others to gain an in-depth understanding of different possible practices to teaching such a 

concept. These learning activities could also be reinforced with a research that involves a 

thorough evaluation of its effectiveness in the classroom. 

 This module would be best used in a beginning level course, with those who have 

had little to no sign language exposure.  Those who have already been exposed to sign 

language(s) could benefit from a revised module working from the lens of a more 

experienced signer.  The goal of this module is to introduce beginning signers to joint 

usage before they are expected to produce signs.  This way, they develop the tools 

necessary to break down signs as they are introduced through interactive activities in 

class.  This module is not limited to the use of particular contexts, themes, or resources 

(including text books).  Teachers will have the opportunity to determine what would be 

most appropriate for a specific group of learners.  This flexibility provides teachers with 

the opportunity to tailor this module according to their learners, such as an instructor 
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teaching medical professionals where s/he could use specific themes or a medical context 

as a means to teaching joint usage through vocabulary used in that specific theme or 

context. 

 

Teaching Activities 

I. Introduction to Joint Usage 

 The initial steps of implementing this module involve the explicit teaching of the 

proposed seven categories of joint usage in ASL.  By outlining the categories, students 

begin to develop an understanding of different possible joints used in the production of 

signs.  The goal of this activity is to allow students the opportunity to develop and create 

a new understanding of how to organize newly acquired signs through joint usage.  It is 

strongly encouraged that students put together this new understanding as a class with the 

teacher supporting this process.   

To begin this activity, the teacher should use basic guiding questions to elicit 

discussion of how signs are produced (i.e. What is the difference between how words are 

produced in spoken language and sign language?).  When students reach the point where 

they begin discussing how signs are used using the body, the teacher should begin 

encouraging them to analyze how exactly they use the body to produce signs.  Bring 

attention to the fact that articulation at specific joints of the arm and hand is used to 

create sign movement.  Encourage them to think about different signs that they already 

know and allow them the opportunity to develop with the class categories of different 

possible joints used in signs.  As a class, have them create a concept map of joint 

categories and tag different signs to each category.  It is possible that the proposed 
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categories may or may not align with the proposed seven categories used in this module, 

but as students develop categories you begin to introduce appropriate terminology used 

for categories. 

Once the class has an established framework for the organization of joint usage 

based on the proposed seven categories, the teacher should follow up with several 

activities to support this new understanding.  One possible activity is to get the class to 

think of how one can provide examples of signs for each category using one handshape 

(as shown in Figure 2 with the B-handshape), this provides students with the 

understanding of how different joints used with the same handshape can influence the 

meaning of the sign.  Other possible activities include having students organize current 

vocabulary learned in class according to the concept map that they have developed.  To 

further support their understanding of joint usage, another activity may involve having 

them discuss physical constraints of joints and how that influences whether or not signs 

utilize specific joints.  This will assist in students making the connection between what 

feels comfortable and with what does not feel comfortable when they begin to further 

explore different sign examples. 

Maintain this new understanding by utilizing students’ proposed concept map and 

develop handouts or digital versions of the map for them to use in and out of class.  To 

process new signs, have students use this new concept map and encourage that they look 

at how signers model specific signs and organize them accordingly.  While this reinforces 

learners’ receptive skills, you will also want to encourage them to refer to the new 

concept map as needed when they are not sure how to produce specific signs.   
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II. Visual-Gestural Communication  (VGC) Activities 

 VGC activities are commonly used in ASL instruction to support the transition 

process from an auditory language to one that is visual.  This process also supports 

learners’ understanding of their body schema in order to express words and concepts in a 

visual manner eliciting whatever background knowledge learners may have with gestural 

communication.  These activities are normally offered to beginning learners and, because 

this approach supports the acquisition of signed vocabulary, it makes sense to utilize this 

process as a possible approach to explaining joint usage in ASL.   

 There are very few studies that specifically outline the similarities and differences 

between gestures and signs used in ASL other than whether or not the two adhere to basic 

principles of languages.  Through productive analysis, we can conclude that the nature of 

the two visual communication method is different.  What is suggested here is that with 

gestural communication, the production of gestures compared to the production of signs 

are quite possibly on a different scale in terms of size (use of space) and length (time) of 

production. With this in mind, the question then becomes whether or not it is because of 

the joints used in both forms and whether or not one is more proximal or distal in nature.  

With this understanding,  VGC activities could be supplemented with teaching joint 

usage. Working from gestural background knowledge to the introduction of signed 

vocabulary may contribute to a greater understanding of joint usage.  

 An example of such process may include different role-playing activities.  One of 

the more popular VGC activities includes having students use gestures to communicate 

different words or concepts with each other (i.e. the game of Guesstures).  A simple way 
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to supplement this activity to support joint usage is to compare how a specific word or 

concept is shown using gestures and then compared to how it is shown through its sign. 

An example includes the sign for egg and how one would use gestures to explain how to 

crack open an egg (Klima, et. al., 1979).   How gestures are performed and how signs are 

produced is generally very different from each other.  In some instances, sign and gesture 

may be similar but, for the most part, this exercise will show students the visual 

differences between the two forms.  At the same time, there can also be plenty of 

opportunities to discuss at length what joints are used in each form.  This information will 

enable beginning learners to attend to the differences and to start thinking about the 

nature of how the two different forms are expressed visually.   

 

III. Kinesthetic activities 

 To further support understanding of how joints are used, the following are 

learning activities that allow learners to explore the nature of their own joints. Similar to 

the idea of the lollipop activity that is commonly used in the teaching of spoken language 

phonetics (Ladefoged, 2011), the purpose of these activities is to encourage physical use 

of joints in a fun, engaging manner that enables them to actually see how specific joints 

are utilized with specific tasks. The teacher can make connections between what is 

experienced through different activities and how signs are produced using joints.   

Activity 1: 

 Provide students with the opportunity to play with different recreational 

equipment that utilizes all possible joints in the seven categories.  For example, you may 

bring to the class a basketball and ask them to dribble, pass, or even shoot the ball with 
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each other.  Through this experiential play, have the learners discuss what type of joints 

they had to use to perform these tasks.  Other possible activities include table tennis, or 

maybe even sewing and knitting, which would require the use of distal joints.  The goal is 

to provide students with opportunities to experience the entire range of joints used in 

signs through different recreational activities.   

These activities can also be mapped onto the concept map previously developed 

for joints.  To make connections between what is learned through this activity and how 

signs are produced using joints should be through the introduction of sign vocabulary for 

each recreational activity.  Sometimes how one performs an activity is similar to how that 

activity is signed.  The use of space could contribute to the understanding of distal and 

proximal joint usage.  Using the basketball example, one could show how signs are 

produced when two individuals are spaced close by or far across the room from each 

other by having them attempt to pass the ball to each other.   This illustrates the 

connection between how joints are used in relation to space between individuals; the 

farther away they are from each other, the more proximal joints are used, and the closer, 

the more distal joints are used.   

 

Activity 2: 

 This activity introduces the possibility of using different materials to provide 

learners with the opportunity to visually see how joints are used in signs on a more distal 

level.     One idea is to include the use of Play-doh as a tool to further explore different 

fine-motor skills used to manipulate different handshapes in ASL. With a more structured 
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approach, learners could have fun in ways that challenges them to think about how 

different signs are produced.   

To begin this activity, the instructor will have already done some pre-planning in 

the making of different play-doh shapes.  To do this, one basically creates different play-

doh models by squeezing play-doh when producing signs using specific distal joints.  

These models serve as a challenge for students.  When they see these models and are 

handed play-doh materials to manipulate, their aim is to create similar shapes to what 

your model looks like.  At the end of the activity, you provide them with the shapes that 

you have used and learners can determine whether or not their own models were created 

using the same sign.   

 

 

IV. Assessing Learners’ Understanding of Joint Usage 

 To assess their understanding of the organization of different joints, there are 

several possible ways to approach this through both informal and formal assessments.  

The construction of different assessments will require us to think critically as well as 

creatively in order to obtain an accurate reflection of their understanding of joint usage.  

What is suggested in this section is a basic approach to assessing learning.  This could be 

further expanded upon or supplemented with other ideas.  

Informally, one may observe how students organize different signs into different 

categories using the concept map developed in class.  Another option is to provide 

learners with the opportunity to work within groups discussing how they would 

incorporate new signed vocabulary in their concept map.  While they work in groups the 
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teacher observes how they negotiate, organize, and discuss different signs.  This provides 

teachers with opportunities to provide feedback as appropriate and model appropriate 

signs and to determine the effectiveness of the concept map itself. Consistent 

reinforcement of the use of the class-developed concept map encourages the learner to 

utilize this new understanding to promote the automatic processing of sign phonology.   

Formal assessment could be done through tests.  A project-based approach may 

also provide teachers with greater insight to their understanding of joint usage.   Formal 

tests or projects may include several components requiring students to go through 

different steps to complete the assessment in order to obtain an appropriate reflection of 

their understanding of joint usage.   

An example may include having students watch (view) a sign model produce a 

list of signed vocabulary.  Students are then expected to provide each sign with a basic 

description including the appropriate word or conceptual translation of the sign and 

provide a basic phonological explanation of the sign, which also includes the naming of 

specific joints used in that sign.  Then, they are provided with a new list of words and are 

then expected to film themselves signing these words.  This new word list is comparable 

in terms of joint usage to the list of signed vocabulary used in the viewing exercise.  Once 

this step is completed, they are expected to also provide basic phonological and joint 

usage explanations for each one.  Finally, they are asked to compare the two lists of 

words and determine which signs fall in the same joint usage category between the two 

lists.   
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Chapter 4 Future Directions 

ASL programs across the nation statistically have thrived over the past few years, 

being the fourth most commonly studied language in the U.S.  This is very positive for 

the recognition and status of the language.  To further strengthen this position, there 

continues to be a need for research-based teaching methods.  This need ranges from 

addressing persistent errors in language acquisition, applying L2 acquisition theories, 

assessment tools, and classroom activities that promote the development of language 

skills.  The cyclic nature of what we learn from research, to practice in the classroom, and 

evaluation of its effectiveness needs to be strongly encouraged in the field of teaching 

ASL as an L2. 

Another aspect that continues to be a challenge for the field involve the fact that 

there is no formal first language curriculum or materials for deaf people who learn ASL 

as an L1.  There are many factors that come into play when discussing deaf people and 

their L1: the age of hearing loss, the age the child receives accessible L1 input, parental 

decisions, and educational placement (Mayberry, 2007).  Despite the lack of homogeneity 

among deaf people and their L1, there continues to be a need to develop a formal L1 

curriculum with ASL.  Research and classroom application from the ASL as L1 

perspective would provide valuable insights for the teaching of ASL as an L2.  This 

would also better prepare teachers who teach ASL in both a L2 and a bilingual classroom 

if one were to teach deaf children. 

In regards to this paper, our understanding of phonological production errors in terms 

of joint usage will continue to benefit from further research.  There are research questions 

that continue to remain unanswered.  For example, a careful analysis of sign vocabulary 
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would help us determine whether or not they are typically more distal in their production 

than are gestures.  A comparative analysis of how gestures and signs uses joints would 

provide us further insight as to how the background knowledge of L2 learners in gestural 

communication could influence (positively and negatively)  the acquisition of signs. 

There are more questions to ask: do L2 adults learning ASL have the tendency to 

proximalize signs when they are not able to produce signs appropriately using distal 

joints?  In terms of classroom applications, what teaching models have proven beneficial 

for learners in the acquisition of sign phonology?  Does promoting or raising attention to 

joint usage promote increased accuracy in sign production? All of these questions would 

be best supported through consistent research and classroom practice.   

The teaching module provided in this paper serves as an attempt to connect research 

and classroom practice.  What is proposed here is basically exploratory with the goal of 

striking gold in terms of finding effective teaching methods to promote L2 learners’ 

understanding of how to use specific joints of the arm and hand in the production of 

signs.  The more we work toward answering different research questions proposed in this 

section, the more we will improve on the effectiveness of our ASL teaching practice.   
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