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A Controversial Approach to Communication:
SignWriting, The "'Alphabet’ of Signs

The SignWriting Teacher's Forum
.home of ..

by Alexandra Han

Twenty-five years alter it was invent-
ed by a hearing woman and dancer
whio never originally infended to use
har "Sutton Movement Writing® to
record sign languages, SignWriting
continues to face a greal deal of oppo-
sition and ridicule even within the sign-
ing communities in North America for
its primary goal: 1o. create written ver-
siores of sign languages, just as spo-
ken languages have thelr written ver-
sions. Yel SignWiting, with its comput-
er software which allows even children
o type signs info sentences, may ulti-
mately urn out 1o be the most accu-
rale way of recording Imta print form
thi hundreds of native sign languages
that exist workdwide for many purpos-
&5, including limguistic (language),
educational, or simply reading-for-
pleasure purposes.

The Center For Sufton Movement
Whriting, in Calilornia, Is the primary
advocating organization for
SignWriting, which has bean used in
other countries such as Morway,
Nicaragua, Brazil and Denmark, for lin-
guistic and educational purposes.
Ironically, even though SignWriting
was originally rvented in America In a
linguistic lab with the advice and assis-
tance of many native ASL signors,
Denmark still became the first country
to officlally adopt SignWriting, using
SlgnWiriting in Deal education and sign
language reseanch since 1982,

Az for Morth America itsalf, only very
recently has a few schools of the Deaf
begun fo consider SignWriting,
although “things are changing now.
People are now much more positive
than before," says Valerie Sution,
imvantor of SignWriting and exacutive
director of the Center For Suftton
Movement Writing.

But just what exactly is SignWWriting?
"It is an "alphabat’ - a list ol symbols
used fo write any signed language in
the word,” replies Sutlom. “The
SignWriting alphabel can ba com-
pared to the alphabat we usa 1o wrile
English, which is the Roman alphabat.

"The Roman alphabet can be used
to wrile many different spoken lan-
guages, While each language may add
or subtract one-or two symbols, the
same basic symbols we use to write
Englishi are wsed o write Danish,
Garman, French and Spanish. The
Roman alphabet i intermational, but
tha languages It writes are naot,

“In the sama way, the symbols in the
SignWriting alphabet are international
and can be used to write American
Sign  Language, Danish Sign
Language, Morwegian Sign Language,
British Sign Language, Dutch Sign
Language - any signed language you
choose "

As for its value, “SigrWriting makes
it possible to have books, newspapers,
magazines, dictionaries and [Reraturs
written in signs. it can be used o teach
gign and sign grammar fo beginning
students, or if can be used io teach
other subjects, such as math, hisiory,
or English to skifed signers.”

How did Sution stumbled into
SignWriting? “In my youh, | was a
dancer. | am an American who moved
to Denmark at age 19, in 1370, o work
with the Royal Danish Ballet. | devel-
oped a way to read and write all body
movement called Sutton Movement

Writimg....Just as | preserved the his-
toric dance steps of the Royal Danish
Ballet in DanceWriting, | also began
wiriting Danish signs, and even though
I did mot know what they meant at the
fime, Deaf people whom | met in
Denmark could read the signs and
thay knew what they meant! | decidad
that | would dedicate my life to deval-
aping the written form for hundreds of
‘movement based” languages.

“I used to take the bus a lot, at age
18, when | first moved to Copenhagen.
| was glad, when | sicod on tha Danish
bus, that there was a way for me to
read the signs on the bus, which were
written in both Danish and English.”
Due to this expenance, she can identi-
fy with somea Deaf people's frusiration
in nawvigating their way through society.
“Years later, in 1884, when | retumed
to Denmark because SignWnting was
being used in the Danish school sys-
tem, | visited some classes of Deal
children leaming to read and write
Danish and Danish Sign Language.
There, on the walls of the classroom,
and in the hallways, weane signs writtan
in Danish and Danish Sign Language
in SignWriting, it was a feeling of deja
vu, and a memory | will never forget!”

Why would there be such stromg
resistance lo learning SignWriting? “|
lived a life of controversy the moment |
started writing signs in 1974", Sutton
gays cheerfully, pointing out that
"Historically, new ideas that create
'social change' are always mel with
resistance in the beginning, and
Slgnwrting is no exception.”

When she was lirst imdted o wsea her
Suttion Movement Writing to record
sign languages, "people were still gel-
fling used io the idea that signed lan-

The SignWriting Literacy Project

read aboif teachar's and stndeir's experiences inthe clssmoom,

nothing to do with that “war®, bul many
people were wary of any new idea in
Deal education, because they were
sleaped in controversy between oral-
ism and Sign Language already.” As
wall, "They were skeplical that a hear-
ing person might respect and wanl to
preserve American Sign Language
and other sioned lanouaoes.

Has something like this been
atternpted before? Sution points to a
Cherokes Indian chief, Sequoyah, who
in the early 1800s fought lo do the
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guages were real languages, and that
idea was a major social change oo,
{Deaf people) had been laught that
their own language was inferior, so it
took tham time to adjust 1o the fact that
they could be proud of their own lan-
guage now. And reading and writing it
(their own sign language) was just one
mare thing, piled on top of all the
-I::-i‘l.Hr‘lg-Etﬁ i thinking, and t was ower-
whigdrming for them ..t ook 25 wears
for them to get used to ASL and other
signed languages as being rue lan-
guages™, However, “once that idea
bacame more established, the noed
for writing the language became
greater.”

"We have all heard about the “war
between the oralisis and manualists®,"
she adds. "SignWriting cerlainly has

samea thing she s doing, and succeesd-
ed; "(He imvvented) the written form for
his language. His own people bumed
his books and It took him 25 years and
the threat of baing executed belore his
owm people finally realized the value of
preserving their traditions.” Today,
thaugh, Sequoyah's  Cherokese
Alphabet i= still usad by Cherokess,

"SignWinting has bean compared to
that becausa wa are seeing it being
used during the katima of the inventor,
Most written forms are not used for
caniuries, English was very slow 1o be
written, and it is only in recenl cen-
turies that the average parson can
read and write English,” Compared to
English, then, SignWriting took off rel-
atively fast.

English glossas, which have bDaen

used for many years to represent ASL,
shiows a pictura of a person signing a
sign, with the writtan English version
beneath the sign. Sutton iz adamam
that English glosses dont work well
even for linguistic purposas: "English
gloszes are awful and definitely not
accurafe. Thera are multiphe signs for
aach English word - ao which sign are
you choosing when you place an

English word on the page? It is totally
non-visual, It is wrong to try 1o write
oné language with another - if | wrote
Danish grammar with English words,
the Danes would kill me!® SignWriting,
because it records nalive sign lan-
guages far more precisely, does a bet-
ter job.

Sutton observes hbw learning
SignWriting seems to increase seif-
esteem for both Deal children and
even some Deaf adults, who then find
it easier fo leam written English, how-
ever, she humorously pointed out that
*| don't want to save the Deaf - | have
enough problems saving mysell -
thank you wery much!® Her primary
goal in SignWriting is to meraly record
sign languages as precisaly as possl-
ble 50 that other peopla can use them
for their own purposeas,

SignWriter software can be down-
loaded for free from the SignWriting
Site at http:fererw signwriting. ongl.
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