asl history timeline

asl history timeline traces the rich and complex development of American Sign Language, a vital
means of communication for the Deaf community in the United States and parts of Canada. This
timeline highlights significant milestones from the early influences of indigenous sign systems to the
formal establishment of ASL as a recognized language. Understanding the evolution of ASL involves
exploring key events such as the founding of the first American school for the Deaf, the impact of
French Sign Language, and the social and educational challenges faced by Deaf individuals over the
centuries. This article delves into the origins, growth, and ongoing recognition of ASL, providing a
comprehensive overview of its linguistic, cultural, and historical context. The history of ASL is not only
a story of language development but also one of Deaf identity and community empowerment. Below
is an outline of the main sections covered in this timeline.

e Early Influences and Indigenous Sign Systems
e The Founding of American Deaf Education

e The Influence of French Sign Language

e 20th Century Developments in ASL Recognition

e Contemporary Advances and Cultural Impact

Early Influences and Indigenous Sign Systems

The origins of American Sign Language are deeply rooted in the rich tapestry of indigenous sign
systems used by Native American tribes long before European settlement. These early sign languages
were employed for intertribal communication and hunting coordination, reflecting a sophisticated
means of non-verbal interaction. Additionally, early European settlers and Deaf individuals in America
used home signs and community gestures that gradually contributed to the formation of a distinct
sign language. These indigenous and home sign systems laid the groundwork for what would evolve
into ASL.

Indigenous Sign Languages

Various Native American tribes developed complex sign languages to communicate across linguistic
barriers. These sign languages were widely used in regions such as the Great Plains and the
Southwest. The Plains Indian Sign Language is one prominent example, serving as a lingua franca
among different tribes. These systems were highly developed and influenced the gestural lexicon and
structure of later sign languages in North America.



Early Deaf Communities and Home Signs

Before formal institutions, Deaf individuals often created home signs, unique gestural systems within
families or small communities. These home signs were essential for daily communication and were
transmitted through generations. The interaction between Deaf individuals in various communities
eventually led to the emergence of a more standardized sign language, paving the way for American
Sign Language.

The Founding of American Deaf Education

The establishment of Deaf education in the early 19th century marks a pivotal point in the asl history
timeline. The founding of the first permanent school for the Deaf in the United States provided a
formal setting for the transmission and development of ASL. This era also saw the gathering of Deaf
students from diverse backgrounds, which fostered language standardization and cultural cohesion
within the Deaf community.

The American School for the Deaf

In 1817, the American School for the Deaf (ASD) was founded in Hartford, Connecticut, becoming the
first permanent institution dedicated to the education of Deaf students in the United States. Thomas
Hopkins Gallaudet, a key figure in Deaf education, played a critical role in its establishment. This
school became a linguistic and cultural hub, where Deaf students from various regions converged,
combining their local sign systems into what would become ASL.

Early Educational Approaches

During the 19th century, Deaf education was heavily influenced by manualism, the use of sign
language in instruction. This contrasted with oralism, which emphasized speech and lip reading. The
manualist approach at ASD and other schools supported the flourishing of ASL as a natural language
for Deaf students, while oralist methods often suppressed sign language use. These differing
philosophies shaped Deaf education and language policy for decades.

The Influence of French Sign Language

French Sign Language (LSF) played a significant role in shaping ASL, particularly through the influence
of Laurent Clerc, a Deaf French educator who co-founded the American School for the Deaf. The
integration of LSF with existing American home signs and indigenous gestures led to the unique
structure and vocabulary of ASL. This fusion is a crucial chapter in the asl history timeline,
demonstrating the international roots of American Sign Language.

Laurent Clerc and Thomas Gallaudet Collaboration

Laurent Clerc’s collaboration with Thomas Gallaudet was instrumental in introducing French Sign
Language to the United States. Clerc brought LSF’'s grammatical framework and lexicon, which



blended with the signs used by Deaf students. This blending helped establish ASL’s distinct linguistic
identity, combining European and American elements while fostering a thriving Deaf culture.

Linguistic Characteristics Derived from LSF

Many features of ASL grammar, syntax, and vocabulary can be traced back to French Sign Language.
This includes the use of space for grammatical purposes, facial expressions as non-manual markers,

and certain handshapes and signs. The influence of LSF distinguishes ASL from other sign languages

and underscores the dynamic nature of its development.

20th Century Developments in ASL Recognition

The 20th century was marked by significant advancements in the recognition and study of ASL as a
legitimate language. Academic research, advocacy by the Deaf community, and changes in
educational policies contributed to an increased understanding and appreciation of ASL. This period
also saw challenges such as the suppression of sign language in favor of oralism, which had profound
effects on Deaf culture and language transmission.

The Milan Conference and Oralism

In 1880, the Milan Conference of educators for the Deaf endorsed oralism, leading to widespread bans
on sign language in many schools. This decision negatively impacted ASL use in education for
decades, forcing many Deaf individuals to rely on speech and lip reading. Despite these restrictions,
ASL persisted in communities and informal settings, maintaining its vitality.

The Linguistic Recognition of ASL

In the 1960s, linguist William Stokoe’s groundbreaking research provided scientific validation of ASL
as a natural language with its own grammar and syntax. His work challenged previous misconceptions
and influenced educational and cultural policies. Stokoe’s classification of ASL transformed public and
academic perceptions, encouraging greater acceptance and support for ASL use.

Advocacy and Legal Advances

The latter half of the 20th century saw increased activism by the Deaf community for language rights
and accessibility. Laws such as the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and educational reforms
recognized the importance of ASL in Deaf education and public life. These changes contributed to the
empowerment of Deaf individuals and the preservation of ASL.

Contemporary Advances and Cultural Impact

Today, ASL continues to evolve and holds a prominent place in Deaf culture, education, and media.
Technological advances, increased awareness, and cultural expression have expanded the reach and



influence of ASL. The asl history timeline reflects ongoing efforts to promote ASL literacy,
accessibility, and appreciation across society.

ASL in Education and Technology

Modern educational programs incorporate ASL as a subject and medium of instruction, promoting
bilingualism and Deaf identity. Technology such as video communication and online resources has
improved access to ASL learning and Deaf community interaction. These tools support language
preservation and foster greater inclusion.

Media, Arts, and Cultural Recognition

ASL has gained visibility through television, film, theater, and literature, showcasing Deaf culture and
storytelling. Cultural events, such as Deaf festivals and ASL poetry performances, celebrate the
language’s richness and diversity. This cultural recognition enhances societal understanding and
respect for ASL and the Deaf community.

Ongoing Challenges and Future Directions

Despite progress, challenges remain in ensuring equal access to ASL interpretation, education, and
services. Continued advocacy and research aim to address these issues, promoting linguistic rights
and social inclusion. The future of ASL involves both preserving its heritage and adapting to the needs
of new generations.

=

. Indigenous sign languages provided foundational elements for ASL.

2. The American School for the Deaf was established in 1817, centralizing Deaf education.

3. French Sign Language influenced ASL through Laurent Clerc.

4. Oralism policies suppressed ASL use in education during the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
5. William Stokoe’s research in the 1960s formally recognized ASL as a language.

6. Legal advancements improved Deaf rights and ASL accessibility.

7. Contemporary media and technology continue to expand ASL'’s cultural impact.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the origin of American Sign Language (ASL)?

American Sign Language (ASL) originated in the early 19th century, influenced by French Sign
Language (LSF) brought to the United States by Laurent Clerc, a deaf educator from France, and
Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet, an American teacher.

When was the first school for the deaf established in the
United States?

The first permanent school for the deaf in the United States, the American School for the Deaf, was
established in 1817 in Hartford, Connecticut.

Who are Laurent Clerc and Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet in ASL
history?

Laurent Clerc was a deaf French educator who, along with Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet, founded the
American School for the Deaf and helped introduce French Sign Language influences into ASL.

How did French Sign Language influence ASL?

French Sign Language (LSF) contributed significantly to ASL's vocabulary and structure when Laurent
Clerc brought it to America, where it blended with local sign systems used by deaf communities.

What major event in the 1880s impacted ASL use in
education?

The Milan Conference of 1880, an international meeting, endorsed oralism and discouraged the use of
sign languages like ASL in deaf education, leading to a decline in ASL use in schools.

When did ASL begin to regain recognition after the decline
post-Milan Conference?

ASL began to regain recognition in the 1960s after William Stokoe’s research demonstrated that ASL
is a legitimate language with its own grammar and syntax.

Who was William Stokoe and what was his contribution to ASL
history?

William Stokoe was a linguist who, in 1960, published research proving ASL is a distinct language,
which helped shift perceptions and increase respect for ASL.

How has ASL evolved over the 19th and 20th centuries?

ASL evolved by blending French Sign Language, indigenous sign systems, and home signs used by
deaf individuals, adapting continuously in different regions and communities.



What role did the Deaf President Now movement play in ASL
history?

The Deaf President Now movement in 1988 at Gallaudet University raised awareness about deaf
culture and ASL, asserting the importance of Deaf leadership and language rights.

How is ASL recognized today in the United States?

ASL is recognized as a legitimate language used by the Deaf community across the United States and
is taught in schools, universities, and used in interpreting services.

Additional Resources

1. Hands of Time: A History of American Sign Language

This book offers a comprehensive timeline tracing the development of American Sign Language from
its origins in the early 19th century to the present day. It explores key figures, educational
milestones, and cultural shifts that shaped ASL. Readers gain insight into how ASL evolved within
Deaf communities and gained recognition as a legitimate language.

2. The Silent Century: ASL and Deaf Culture Through History

Focusing on the 20th century, this book chronicles the challenges and triumphs faced by the Deaf
community in maintaining ASL amidst oralist pressures. It highlights significant events such as the
Milan Conference and the eventual resurgence of sign language education. The narrative is enriched
with personal stories and historical documents.

3. From Martha’s Vineyard to the Classroom: The Evolution of Sign Language in America

This title explores the early roots of sign language in isolated communities like Martha’s Vineyard and
follows its spread through institutions such as the American School for the Deaf. It details the
intersection of indigenous signing systems and formal education, providing a nuanced view of ASL's
formation.

4. Voices in Silence: The Timeline of Deaf Education and ASL Recognition

This book outlines the parallel histories of Deaf education and the fight for ASL recognition. It
examines landmark legal cases, educational reforms, and advocacy movements that contributed to
ASL'’s status as a recognized language. The work also discusses the impact of these changes on Deaf
identity and culture.

5. Signs of Change: Milestones in American Sign Language History

A chronological account of pivotal moments in ASL history, this book covers discoveries in linguistics,
the role of Deaf leaders, and technological advancements that influenced communication. It offers
readers a clear timeline paired with contextual analysis to understand ASL’s ongoing evolution.

6. Deaf Heritage: A Timeline of ASL and Deaf Community Milestones

This richly illustrated volume combines historical timelines with cultural narratives to celebrate Deaf
heritage. It highlights key events, influential individuals, and social movements that shaped the ASL
community. The book serves as both an educational resource and a tribute to Deaf culture.

1. Bridging Worlds: The Historical Timeline of ASL and Deaf Advocacy
Detailing the intertwined history of ASL and Deaf advocacy, this book tracks the efforts to promote



language rights and accessibility. It covers legislative achievements, grassroots campaigns, and the
global influence of American Deaf activists. The timeline approach helps readers see the progression
of advocacy over time.

8. Echoes of Silence: The Historical Journey of ASL from Origins to Modern Day

This narrative history traces ASL'’s journey from early indigenous signs through formal recognition and
modern usage. It examines cultural, educational, and political factors that influenced the language’s
trajectory. The book also considers contemporary challenges and the future of ASL.

9. The Language of the Hands: A Historical Timeline of ASL Development

Focusing on linguistic aspects, this book details the evolution of ASL’s grammar, vocabulary, and
structure within its historical context. It highlights key research studies and linguistic milestones that
validated ASL as a natural language. Readers learn how historical events shaped the language’s form
and function.
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