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Signs cannot be isolated from its context 
 
 
My name is Tommy Lyxell and I am working at the Language Council of Sweden. My title is 
language advisor and my job is to advice the public and authorities on the Swedish Sign 
Language. The Language Council is a governmental agency that was established in 2006 as a 
result of an official language policy that the Swedish parliament agreed upon. Today we are 
three persons working with Swedish Sign Language. 
 
[slide 2] 
 
First of all I should say something about what we and what the term language planning stands 
for, since the practices of language planning is executed differently within the Nordic 
countries. I will use some terms that fit for our work in Sweden. 
 
The first term is status planning which is about how the languages in a country are used. 
What policies govern the use of languages on an official level? What do the laws say about 
the languages and the people using these languages? This is a big issue for the deaf society, 
and we get many questions about this. In the Swedish language act sign language is given the 
same status as the five national minority languages, but the implications differ.  
 
The term corpus planning is about how a language is used, which norms govern the use of 
language, what language is preferred in official documents (plain language), what terms 
should be used and so on. Often language advising is associated with the national language, 
but in Sweden there is also language advising for Swedish-Finnish, Romani chib and Swedish 
Sign Language. Lexicography is also a part of our work. 
 
Then we have acquisition planning which is about regulating the use of languages in 
education. This is particularly important for minorities. What should be the language of 
instruction in deaf school? Should ASL be regarded as foreign language in deaf schools? How 
can hearing children to deaf parent develop their native language in school? These questions 
are connected to acquisition planning.  
 
And finally we have attitude planning which is a rather new term and is more delicate to 
handle, since it has to do with values and norms. You cannot talk about a language as a 
system outside humans. Language is a part of us, a part of our identity. If you violate a 
person’s language, you also violate their identity.  
 
But this is not what I’m going to talk about today. Instead I will talk about what corpora can 
do for language advising on Swedish sign language. It is not the most prominent task in our 
daily work, but it is an important one. Having lively discussions about a language is crucial 
for the status of the language, I think. The more you know about your own language the more 
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confident and assertive you become. Today there is a greater acceptance of sign supported 
speech in preschools and within the audiology field, which is demoralizing in the sign 
language community and it is seen as a threat against the status of Swedish Sign Language. 
But by discussing sign language you will increase the awareness and confidence within the 
sign language community.  
 
Language advising 
How do we advice and what kinds of questions are given to us? We get many questions about 
language policy and the Swedish language act. Deaf people want to know what ramification 
the law has, particularly in school and in elderly care. 
 
We get equally many questions about Swedish sign language itself, mostly from interpreters, 
translators and pupils writing compositions. Not so many questions from the deaf community, 
perhaps due to inexperience in discussing their own language. 
 
The typical questions we get are how a Swedish word or term should be translated into sign 
language. Sometimes tv-presenters want to know signs for countries, if new phenomena or 
brands have an established sign form, i.e. Twitter, Instagram, Ipad. Now and then we get 
questions about how to use Swedish in a sign language context: “can you say speak sign 
language?” or is it better to say “use sign language”. The answer from us is that you can say 
speak sign language, it doesn’t have anything to do with the speech organs. In fact, by saying 
use you mentally make the language instrumental. Is it a communication tool or a language?  
 
Most questions are at a lexical level, and often Swedish is in the forefront. We get questions 
as “What is the sign for a certain Swedish word”, or “What is the meaning of a certain sign?” 
and the meaning is usually expressed as a Swedish word, when in fact it is a translation. Often 
we have to explain that there is not a one-to-one matching between the languages, even to 
professionals that know about sign language. The norm of spoken language is very strong.  
 
We get few questions about grammar, but not so many.  
 
In the best of all possible worlds advising in sign language should be conducted in sign 
language. But it is not always feasible.  But at our web site we have published some 
recommendations of signs performed in sign language. 
 
[slide 4] 
 
How do we advice? Well, we use different sources. First of all, we have ourselves, our 
language intuition. We have collegial discussions often. Sometimes we agree, sometimes we 
disagree and have to check with other native speaker for a second opinion.  
 
Many signs you can look up in dictionaries, but sometimes the questioner is uncertain in what 
context the signs can be used. Then they contact us. In the sign language lexicon at Stockholm 
University you can see some example sentences of how the sign can be used in an idiomatic 
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correct way. But these examples doesn’t always clarifies in what context the sign can be used 
in. 
 
Since 2012 we have access to the sign language corpus at Stockholm University. We have just 
started to use this corpus, and are still learning how to use it.  
 
I will now talk about how corpora can benefit our work as language advisor. 
 
Finding meaning 
One issue for us is to understand the meaning (or many meanings) of a sign. Corpora are 
perfect for this task. The tricky part is to decide in what language the meaning will be 
expressed. Usually it is expressed in Swedish. The ideal situation would be to explain a sign 
with sign language, as synonyms or as a circumlocution. 
 
We had an apprentice the Language Council six months ago and we gave her some tasks. We 
wanted to know the meaning for some common signs. Here are her results.  
 
[slide 8] 
 
A sign that have different meaning in different context can sometimes have different glosses. 
And sometimes the meaning for similar signs can intersect and confusion arises. Here is an 
example of two signs that uses one or two movements and the meaning is similar in some 
cases, but the meaning is different. In the case of the sign for HÅLLA-UT (endure) the gloss 
is the same for one and two movement. Interestingly, this sign never is translated as endure. 
Instead other Swedish words are used. 
 
[slide 10] 
 
Gesture-based sign may also have many interpretations that hide behind a single gloss. 
The question that arises is, should we have different entries for the same sign form but with 
different meaning.  

 
There is sometimes confusion between sign form and meaning. Maybe it is because that we 
humans tend to think in meaning and not in form. Even if glosses are labels we tend to 
translate them as meaning. 
 
Compounds 
One thing that we are interested in is how compounds are constructed in Swedish sign 
language, especially when they are loan translation from Swedish. Sometimes interpreter ask 
us if a loan translation is established or want to know how an element of a compound is 
performed.  
 
[slide 12] 
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Is the element a transparent loan or it has a unique sign language feature. Sometimes a 
element is fingerspelled. But how do you decide which element is fingerspelled, the first or 
the last? The Language Council is planning to publish a list of established compounds in 
Swedish Sign Language. 
 
Frequency 
Sometimes we want to find out how common a sign is, or how is it used within the 
population. Are certain sign uses more frequently by men or women, by elderly or youth? If 
there are several competing signs, which of them is the most common?  
 
Here’s a list of the most common signs in Stockholm University Corpora. 
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SÅ-ATT-SÄGA is very frequent in this corpus, but the high ranking is a result of one 
individual that uses this sign extremely often. 
 
[slide 16] 
 
Constructions 
We also want to investigate how constructions of phrases and expressions appear in Swedish 
sign language, both as a translation loan from Swedish and created within sign language. How 
do we use prepositions in sign language? Which Swedish expressions are accepted in Sign 
Language, i.e. TA INTE PÅ ALLVAR (not taken seriously). Some want to call this Swedish 
affected sign language. But it perhaps should be considered as Swedish Sign Language. We 
see a tendency among translators and presenters to treat signs with sign language mouthing as 
more “genuine” than signs with Swedish mouthing, but there is often differences in meaning 
or stylistic value. The “genuine” signs are often overused in context where Swedish mouthing 
could be preferred. One example is OCKSÅ (also) och PY (me to), which actually have 
different meaning.  
 
 
Historial changes 
Sometimes we want to see how sign language has changed over time. When do new signs 
show up, and when do signs disappear? When Internet was reaching the big masses in the mid 
90’ies we saw several competing signs for INTERNET before one was established. The same 
happened with the sign for FUTSAL 4–5 years ago, which has become a big sport within deaf 
community. We could see 4–5 competing signs. Today this sign is most common [show the 
sign]. 
 
There are older signs that you don’t see so often anymore and many have been disappeared 
from the language. We want to keep track of this signs as well. 
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Sociolingvistic studies 
How is the language used in different groups within the sign language community? How does 
the language for second language learners differ from native speakers in Swedish sign 
language? Will the language transform when deaf pupils don’t get education at deaf schools 
or is the sign language resistant to social changes? We often refer to sign language, as one 
homogenous language – and therefore diminishing the language – but sign language is of 
course as varied as spoken language.  
 
These are few examples that we need corpora for. And finally I have some wishes concerning 
sign language corpora. 
 
[slide 17] 
 
The wish list 
 
Large and varied corpora 
Since we study language use in different situations and sometimes over a longer period of 
time, we want big corpora and a variety of discourses, reflecting different facets of the 
language. I know that this is a huge task and will take many years to accomplish.  
 
Consistency glosses 
There must be a consistency between glosses or search word in lexicon and corpus. If there 
are many search word for the same sign the corpus is not usable. Changes in a lexicon should 
affect the corpus automatically and vice versa. At present time Elan lack this ability, so 
changes has to be done manually. And with manual work there’s always a risk that the 
consistency is broken.  
 
Preset search string 
You can do very intricate searches in Elan if you know how to use the imbedded the script 
language. But for layman this can be a daunting task. I think it would be nice to have a list of 
preset script that you can use for common tasks, for instance in frequency studies, making 
selections for time period, gender, age and regional variations. I understand that Stockholm 
University has also have been thinking about this. 
 
Automatic sign language recognition 
Finally, the ideal situation would be not to use glosses. Instead you should be using sign 
language when you do searches. You sit in front of a webcam and making searches in a 
corpus for this sign. Even though this solution is long into the future, but I think you should 
reach for the stars. Automatic sign language recognition would make it possible to minimize 
the use glosses, which sometimes leads us astray. 
 
 


