
How to support ASL as 
an L1 for children and 
L2 for parents: An 
interactive discussion
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Who am I and where am I coming from?

● Hearing L2 (second language) signer

● Sign language linguistics background = very 
different perspective from early intervention

● Recently shifted focus to "the other 95%;" new 
grant project with Drs. Lillo-Martin and Gale, 
Family ASL: Bimodal bilingual development by 
deaf children with hearing parents.



Second Language: Learning
• Intentional process
• Based on teaching
• Transfer from first language 
• Teacher controls pace
• Process is less predictable
• Endpoint is not uniform

First Language: Acquisition
• Subconscious process
• Based on exposure
• No previous language
• Child controls pace
• Process is predictable 
• Endpoint is uniform
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THEIR OWN
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What do 
language 
learners 
(both L1 and 
L2) have to 
learn?
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Some examples of English linguistic patterns (rules)

Phonology: Allophones of 
plural /s/

                   Noun + /s/ 

Bat +         Dog +         Horse +

Syntax: Word order alternation 
with phrasal verbs

  a) Bob hung the phone up.
  b) Bob hung up the phone.

  c) Bob hung it up.
  d) Bob hung up it.[s]                    [z]                      [ǝz]
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Some examples of ASL linguistic patterns (rules)
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Some examples of ASL linguistic patterns (rules)



In second language learning, adults need to be 
taught most of these linguistic patterns. 

In first language acquisition, children develop 
intuitions about these linguistic patterns 
through exposure. 
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Important distinction
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Successful 
outcome is 
combination 
of input 
quality and 
quantity.

Learning resources 
tailored to parents' 
needs to optimize their 
development of ASL 

Access to signing 
community and a 
variety of ASL exposure 
for the whole family
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Which aspects of ASL are the most important to learn? 
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Which aspects of ASL are the hardest/easiest to learn? 

(Chen Pichler to appear, b) 18



"Nothing is scarier than not speaking 
the same language as your baby."
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"We can only parent half of her; the 
Deaf community parents the other 
half."

"...I want him to be around people that sign 
and I want him to be in classrooms 

thatincorporate both….I feel it every day, 
like, “Man, I wish I could do this for you, 

but I can’t.” 
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Some resources from Gallaudet

●
https://vl2parentspackage.org/

● https://www.gallaudet.edu/asl-connect

●

https://www3.gallaudet.edu/clerc-center/our-resources/for-families.html

●

https://vl2parentspackage.org/
https://www.gallaudet.edu/asl-connect
https://www3.gallaudet.edu/clerc-center/our-resources/for-families.html
https://signlanguageacquisition.com/
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I don't need an ASL 
teacher! I need 
exposure to lots of 
quality language input!

But how can I 
expose you to 
quality ASL input if 
I'm a new signer??

●

●

●

●





ASL Connect offers a free 
program to teach basic 
ASL. Remote lessons with 
a Deaf Connector also 
offer 1:1 training to 
families of deaf children. 

https://www.gallaude
t.edu/asl-connect/asl
-for-free
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https://www.gallaudet.edu/asl-connect/asl-for-free
https://www.gallaudet.edu/asl-connect/asl-for-free
https://www.gallaudet.edu/asl-connect/asl-for-free


New family-friendly textbook on 
sign language acquisition available 
now!

●
●

○
○
○
○

●

●
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QR code for book website

Deborah Chen Pichler 2019

https://signlanguageacquisition.com/


A 1-credit Professional Studies course offered by Gallaudet University (PST 375)
February 3 - March 3, 2020

For more information: https://www.gallaudet.edu/center-for-continuing-and-online-education/learning-language

https://www.gallaudet.edu/center-for-continuing-and-online-education/learning-language


Deborah.Chen.Pichler@Gallaudet.edu
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