british sign language vs american sign
language

British Sign Language vs American Sign Language is a fascinating topic that highlights
the diverse ways in which deaf communities communicate across different cultures.
Though both languages serve similar purposes within their respective communities, they
are distinct in terms of their vocabulary, grammar, and cultural context. Understanding
these differences is crucial for anyone interested in sign language, linguistics, or deaf
culture. In this article, we will explore the origins, structure, cultural significance, and
practical applications of British Sign Language (BSL) and American Sign Language (ASL).

Origins of British Sign Language and American
Sign Language

Both BSL and ASL have unique historical backgrounds that have shaped their
development.

British Sign Language

- Historical Roots: BSL has roots dating back to the early 19th century and is influenced by
local sign languages used across the UK. The first formal school for the deaf in the UK was
established in 1760, and it contributed to the development of BSL.

- Influence of Fingerspelling: BSL incorporates a manual alphabet for fingerspelling, which
allows users to spell out words from English and other languages.

- Regional Variations: It is important to note that BSL has several regional dialects,
reflecting the diversity within the UK.

American Sign Language

- Historical Development: ASL emerged in the early 19th century, influenced by French
Sign Language (FSL) due to the efforts of Thomas Gallaudet and Laurent Clerc, who
founded the first school for the deaf in the United States in 1817.

- Fingerspelling: ASL also makes use of a manual alphabet for fingerspelling, though its
fingerspelling system differs from that of BSL.

- Cultural Influences: ASL has been shaped not only by FSL but also by indigenous sign
languages and gestures, resulting in a rich linguistic tapestry.

Structural Differences

The structure of BSL and ASL is distinct, with unique grammatical rules and syntax.



Grammar and Syntax

- Word Order:

- BSL typically follows a Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) order but can be flexible depending on
the context.

- ASL often uses a Topic-Comment structure, allowing for more emphasis on specific
elements of a sentence.

- Non-Manual Markers: Both languages utilize facial expressions and body language as
essential components of grammar, but the specific markers can differ.

- Tense and Aspect:

- BSL employs various signs and markers to indicate tense, often using time indicators at
the beginning of sentences.

- ASL uses specific signs and modifications to convey tense, such as incorporating time
indicators at the end or throughout the sentence.

Vocabulary Differences

The vocabulary in BSL and ASL varies significantly, even for common concepts.

- Everyday Signs:

- For example, the sign for "thank you" in BSL is performed by moving the open hand from
the chin outward, while in ASL, it is done by moving the dominant hand away from the
chin.

- Unique Signs for Concepts: Both languages have developed their own signs for cultural
references, idioms, and local terms that may not have direct equivalents in the other
language.

Cultural Significance

Understanding the cultural contexts of BSL and ASL is essential for appreciating their
significance within their respective communities.

Deaf Community Identity

- Cultural Pride: Both BSL and ASL serve as vital components of Deaf culture, contributing
to a sense of identity and community among users.

- Cultural Events: Events such as Deaf festivals, storytelling sessions, and social
gatherings often feature performances and interactions in the respective sign languages,
fostering a sense of belonging.



Education and Advocacy

- Educational Systems:

- In the UK, there are numerous schools and programs that focus on BSL, promoting its
use among deaf and hearing individuals alike.

- The United States has a robust system of schools for the deaf that emphasize ASL as the
primary language of instruction.

- Advocacy Groups: Organizations such as the British Deaf Association (BDA) and the
National Association of the Deaf (NAD) work tirelessly to promote the rights and
recognition of their respective sign languages.

Practical Applications

Both BSL and ASL have practical applications in various fields, including education,
healthcare, and technology.

Education

- Teaching Methods:

- BSL is often taught in schools and community centers in the UK, with a focus on enabling
communication skills among hearing individuals and promoting inclusivity.

- ASL is widely taught in schools and universities across the United States, often seen as a
foreign language option for hearing students.

- Accessibility: Both languages are crucial for ensuring that deaf individuals have access to
education, information, and services.

Healthcare Communication

- Interpreting Services:

- In the UK, BSL interpreters are provided in medical settings to facilitate communication
between healthcare providers and deaf patients.

- Similarly, ASL interpreters play a vital role in the U.S. healthcare system, ensuring that
deaf patients can communicate effectively with providers.

Technology and Media

- Digital Platforms:
- There is a growing number of apps and online resources dedicated to teaching BSL and
ASL, making both languages more accessible to a wider audience.



- Media Representation: The representation of BSL and ASL in films, television shows, and
online content has increased, helping to raise awareness and appreciation for both
languages.

Conclusion

In conclusion, British Sign Language vs American Sign Language highlights the rich
linguistic and cultural diversity within the deaf community. While both languages share a
common purpose of facilitating communication, they differ significantly in terms of
structure, vocabulary, and cultural context. Understanding these differences is essential
not only for effective communication but also for fostering respect and appreciation for the
unique identities of the deaf communities in the UK and the US. As society continues to
evolve towards greater inclusivity, the importance of both BSL and ASL in education,
healthcare, and technology will only continue to grow, reinforcing their roles as vital
languages that deserve recognition and support.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main differences between British Sign
Language (BSL) and American Sign Language (ASL)?

The main differences include the signs used for the same words, the grammar structure,
and cultural nuances. BSL has its own grammar and vocabulary distinct from ASL, which
is influenced by American English.

Is BSL derived from ASL or vice versa?

Neither BSL nor ASL is derived from the other; they are separate languages with different
origins. BSL developed in the UK, while ASL evolved in the US with influences from
French Sign Language.

Can a person fluent in BSL easily learn ASL?

While there may be some similarities in finger-spelling and general sign language
concepts, a person fluent in BSL may face challenges due to the differences in vocabulary
and grammar between BSL and ASL.

What role does cultural context play in BSL and ASL?

Cultural context is crucial in both BSL and ASL, as each language incorporates cultural
references, idioms, and expressions specific to the respective Deaf communities in the UK
and the US.



Are there resources available for learning both BSL and
ASL?

Yes, there are numerous resources available, including online courses, textbooks, and
community classes for both BSL and ASL. Many organizations also provide workshops and
events to promote learning.

How do interpreters handle the differences between
BSL and ASL during events?

Interpreters must be fluent in both BSL and ASL to effectively communicate. They often
provide real-time translation and may use role-switching techniques to convey the
appropriate signs and context for the audience.
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