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Abstract 

This paper examines the concept of a native language user and looks at the different definitions of 

native signer within the field of sign language research. A description of the deaf signing 

population in the Basque Country shows that the figure of 5-10% typically cited for deaf 

individuals born into deaf families does not hold true, and consequently there are very few signers 

who could be considered native users of the language. As a result, a research methodology has been 

developed which involves registering sociolinguistic metadata for each informant in order to gauge 

the extent to which an individual is or is not a native signer. An analysis of the expression of role 

shift reveals correlations between nativeness and specific aspects of language use, and suggests that 

the examination of non-native language production may provide important insights into 

grammaticalization processes and language structure in general. 

0. Introduction 
The notion of native-speaker is central to linguistic research; the object of study, language, is 

manifest in its most natural state in the language production of a native speaker. This is reflected by 

the importance given to grammaticality judgements or intuitions of native speakers for deciding 

what is or is not possible in a given language system. The Chomskian revolution has made claims 

about the biological foundations of language which endorse the supremacy of native language use, 

understood as the brain doing what most naturally comes to it (Chomsky 1959). Non-native 

speakers are problematic as they may present any of a number of complicating factors, hence they 

do not reveal the language faculty in its natural, or native, state. 

In the case of monolingual spoken language contexts, the notion of a native speaker is fairly 

straightforward, but for situations which diverge from this standard, the concept of native speaker 

becomes less obvious and requires careful definition. A clear example of a non-standard linguistic 

Sign Languages: spinning and unraveling the past, present and future. TISLR9, forty five papers and three posters from the
9th. Theoretical Issues in Sign Language Research Conference, Florianopolis, Brazil, December 2006. (2008) R. M. de
Quadros (ed.). Editora Arara Azul. Petrópolis/RJ. Brazil. http://www.editora-arara-azul.com.br/EstudosSurdos.php. 
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context is the case of sign languages, which have a complex sociolinguistic profile and a thoroughly 

atypical and heterogeneous population of users. As is well known, sign languages are minority 

languages which exist in close contact with the majority spoken language(s) and display a great deal 

of variation. The most decisive factor for development of sign language is the fact that 90-95% of 

deaf children are born to hearing parents. This figure has become almost mythical in the literature 

and is constantly cited to explain the anomalous situation of sign language. However, this statistic is 

based on the population of the United States and may not be directly applicable to other 

populations. As we shall see, this figure does not hold for the deaf population in the Basque 

Country, in the north of Spain. 

In this paper we examine the notion of native speaker/signer in the context of the sign 

language community of the Basque Country. In section 1 we review the types of definition that 

have been used to characterize native signers in different studies of sign language. Section 2 

describes the specific sociolinguistic situation in the Basque Country. Although no reliable 

statistical data are available, it is clear that the number of deaf-of-deaf individuals (that it, deaf 

people born into deaf families) is extremely low and comes nowhere near to the levels of 5-10% 

normally cited in the literature, and we posit various explanations for this apparent anomaly. The 

lack of deaf-of-deaf signers makes the participation of native signers as informants in linguistic 

research virtually impossible, and this has led us to question whether we can arrive at a native 

model of the language and to take into account the variety of use and competency among the 

signing population in our methodology. In order to control for sociolinguistic factors we generate a 

profile for each informant based on IMDI metadata defined by the ECHO project, and this 

methodology is described in detail in section 3. In section 4 we describe a specific grammatical 

element of sign language which may be affected by the signer’s degree of nativeness: role shift. We 

present data on role shift by Basque signers which reveal two correlations between the degree of 

nativeness and the expression of the grammatical elements that mark role shift. Section 5 presents a 

summary and offers further discussion of the issues that arise in this paper, specifically the 

relevance of studying non-native language production for the linguistic enterprise. 

1. The notion of native signer 
The importance of native data has been upheld in sign language research, and many research groups 

carefully select deaf-of-deaf informants who have acquired sign language in the most “natural” or 

native-like context. However, there is no single agreed-upon definition of native signer, and 

frequently no explanation at all is given when the term is used. For example, in their thorough and 

insightful methodological considerations for data collection in ASL, Neidle et al. emphasize the 
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importance of having native signers as informants, yet give a fairly loose definition of what they 

mean by this: ‘Deaf people who grew up with Deaf signing parents and who identify with the Deaf 

community’ (2000: 13). The notion of identification with a community brings in all sorts of social 

factors which may be difficult to measure objectively. 

When faced with such vagueness and with the sociolinguistic complexities and heterogeneity 

of the signing deaf community, many research groups tend to go for the safest option, selecting 

subjects who are (at least) second generation deaf-of-deaf signers. This guarantees that the person 

grew up acquiring sign language from their signing parents. This ‘safest option’ model of native 

informants is particularly favoured in neurolinguistic research, as the millisecond findings are often 

sensitive to such details, and there is a need to factor out as much noise as possible (cf. Neville et al. 

1997; Petitto et al. 2000; MacSweeney et al. 2002).  

However, access to signers from multigenerational deaf families is not always possible; when 

the ‘safest option’ of second- or higher- generation signers is not viable, an alternative strategy is to 

specify various criteria which informants must meet. To give a recent example, in their study of 

verbal agreement forms in different sign languages, Mathur and Rathmann (2006) stipulate that 

their informants must fulfil three conditions: (i) exposure to sign language by the age of three; (ii) 

ability to judge with ease whether a sentence is grammatical; (iii) daily contact with a signed 

language in the Deaf community for more than 10 years. The idea here is that early acquisition 

combined with continuous contact with the language is ‘as near as dammit’ as far as being native is 

concerned. 

As we shall see in the next section, the demographics of the signing population we are 

studying make it difficult to find even such a second best. What option remains when there are not 

even enough individuals with an early acquisition of the language to work as informants?  In section 

3, we set about answering this question by returning to the notion of native signer and explaining the 

definition we have adopted within our methodology, which attempts to accommodate the participation of 

non-native signers as informants. Before looking at our response to the specific situation of the deaf 

signing population of the Basque Country, we describe that situation in section 2. 

2. The deaf population of the Basque Country 
The Basque Country is a region in the north of Spain and south-west of France. Our research group 

works in the administratively Spanish part of the Basque Country, which is divided into three main 

provinces: Araba, Biscay and Gipuzkoa. (Henceforth, when we refer to the Basque County, we are 

referring to these three provinces; we shall not consider the French part of the Basque country since 

the deaf community there uses a different sign language – LSF or Langue de Signes Française – 
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and is regarded as a separate linguistic community.) According to Eustat, the Basque Statistics 

Office, the population of the Basque Country stands at just over 2,100,000 (latest figures from the 

2004 census). The main spoken languages in this part of the Basque Country are Spanish and 

Basque; although almost 60% of the population are monolingual Spanish speakers, nearly 70% of 

children are currently going through either bilingual Basque-Spanish or monolingual Basque 

schooling (source Eustat), which means that the tendency is towards a higher degree of bilingualism 

in the population. 

The sign language used in our area of study is a variant of LSE (Lengua de Signos Española), 

the sign language used in most of the rest of Spain. Dialectal work on LSE based on lexical 

comparison and mutual intelligibility judgements has shown that the sign language of the Basque 

Country is a variant of LSE and forms the core lect of the main northern dialect, with certain 

differences which set it apart from other dialects (Parkhurst & Parkhurst 2001). It is very difficult to 

find statistical information relating to the number of sign language users in the Basque Country or 

in Spain, and no clear figures are available. We will give a brief overview of those figures which 

may shed some light on the number of sign language users, but clearly more accurate data are 

required and there is a need for official censuses to include questions on sign language use. 

The Spanish National Association of the Deaf, CNSE, claimed in 2002 that there were 

150.000 deaf sign language users in Spain (CNSE 2002 website, retrieved via the Internet 

Archive).1 They did not give a source for this statistic, nor did they state how they arrived at this 

figure. If we scale this down for the population of the Basque Country, the number of deaf sign 

language users should be in the region of 7,200. 

The Spanish Statistical Institute, INE, conducted a survey on disability in 1999 but made no 

specific mention of sign language use in the questionnaire. The categories which were used, such as 

“Communication by means of alternative languages” or “Communication by means of non-signed 

gestures”, are too vague for our purposes as they may include many communication systems other 

than sign language. However, the figures on hearing loss may give an idea of the number of sign 

language users. Following Johnston (2006), we can assume that the number of sign language users 

may be estimated as the sum of all of the profoundly deaf individuals and half of the severely deaf 

individuals.2 This gives us a number of around 5,100 deaf sign language users in the Basque 

Country. This estimate is based on figures for population in the age range of 6-64, which helps to 

exclude the large number individuals in the 65+ group who lose their hearing through old age and 
                                                 
1 Currently, the CNSE website only gives a figure for the number of sign language users, which includes both deaf and 
hearing signers (hearing family members, interpreters, etc.). 
2 It should be noted that Johnston’s figures were based on audiological criteria (hearing threshold in decibels), but the 
INE statistics are based on functional criteria (“Cannot hear at all”; “Hears only with extreme difficulty”) 
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are extremely unlikely to be sign language users; there are no regional figures available for the 

population group under 6 years old, but a rough estimate by scaling down the national figure 

suggests that there are less than 50 profoundly deaf children in the Basque Country, which would 

have little effect on the total. 

The regional councils of the three Basque provinces (Araba, Biscay and Gipuzkoa) publish 

figures on the number of individuals who have been certified as disabled. In 2003, there were 2,950 

individuals certified as having “hearing disability” (Pisonero Riesgo 2004). This disability 

certification is an administrative measure to assess whether or not an individual qualifies for certain 

types of social support; it is rated on a linear scale and does not give much indication of the 

individual’s situation since many different factors are conflated. In this case, the figure may include 

individuals who have some hearing loss combined with other disabilities, or individuals who have 

profound hearing loss but do not use sign language; conversely, there may be deaf sign language 

users who have not managed to be certified as disabled, and thus are not included in this statistic. 

Finally, an indicator of the number of sign language users in the Basque Country may be 

gleaned from the membership figures of the local deaf associations, the social hubs of the signing 

community. There are six different associations (one in Araba: Vitoria-Gasteiz; three in Biscay: 

Bilbao, Basauri and Durango; two in Gipuzkoa: San Sebastian and Tolosa) and they have a total of 

750 members. While it is possible that some individuals may belong to more than one association, 

there will be many more deaf signers who are not a member of any of the associations, and so this 

figure gives us the most conservative number of signers, providing a lower limit for our estimates. 

The different figures reviewed here are summarised in Table 1. 

 

Number Group Source (year) 

7,200 Deaf signers 
CNSE – [Spanish] National Association of 
Deaf People (2002) 

5,100 
Deaf signers based on ‘Severely 
or totally’ deaf (age 6-64) 

INE – Spanish Statistical Institute (1999) 

2,950 
‘Certified’ deaf 

(age <65) 
Regional Councils (2003) 

750 
Members of Deaf people’s 
associations 

Regional Deaf People’s Associations 
(2006) 

 
Table 1. Summary of statistical information available for the number of  

Deaf Signers in the Basque Country. (Numbers rounded to the nearest 50.) 
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The most striking impression that these figures give is the dire need for clear statistical data on 

sign language users (and on hearing loss more generally); in our review of the information made 

available by official statistical bodies, we have become aware of this shortcoming and also of the 

lack of uniformity of categories across different questionnaires. To a certain extent it is 

understandable that each data collector imposes its own criteria when deciding what type of 

information is of interest, but all too often we have come across definitions which lack scientific 

rigour and render the resulting data useless (or even worse, no explanation at all about what a given 

label such as “severe hearing loss” means). 

The second observation we wish to make, which is more directly to the point of this paper, is 

the discrepancy between the prediction these figures make for the number of second-generation 

signers in the Basque Country and the reality of the situation. Frequently cited in the literature is the 

figure of 5-10% for the proportion of deaf individuals born to deaf parents (Schein & Delk 1974; 

Kyle & Woll 1985; Neidle et al. 2000). If we apply this figure to our estimates of the number of 

deaf signers in the Basque Country, even on the most conservative estimate, we would expect there 

to be between 40 and 75 second- (or higher-) generation deaf signers. In our work within the deaf 

signing community, we have not managed to find even 7 second-generation signers. 

It seems clear that, despite the shortcomings of our statistical data, the problem lies with the 

figure of 5-10% for deaf-of-deaf. This figure was arrived at on the basis of statistical data for the 

population in the US, and has generally been assumed to be applicable to other populations. 

However, the validity of this mythical 5-10% has begun to be questioned and it appears to be the 

case that it greatly overestimates the proportion of deaf children born to deaf parents (cf. Johnston, 

2006: 161-2). These claims that 5-10% is too high a figure for the number of deaf-of-deaf 

individuals are supported by what we know about the deaf signing population of the Basque 

Country. It may be that figure of 5-10% does not hold true for the Basque deaf population because 

of a lesser degree of endogamy within this population group. Unfortunately, although somewhat 

unsurprisingly, there are no reliable statistics available for the level of intermarriage among deaf 

individuals in the Basque Country, but our experience within the deaf signing community suggests 

that there is at least a popular perception of relative endogamy within the community, as tends to 

occur in deaf populations in the western world. 

Alternatively, the explanation for the 5-10% deaf-of-deaf not attaining in the Basque deaf 

signing population may be to do with demographics and genetics. The relatively small size of the 

Basque population may mean that genetically hereditary deafness does not manage to become a 

common phenotypic trait among the population; the genes responsible for deafness do not manage 

to spread as the population size is not at the threshold level for such mechanisms to come into play. 
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This idea that a population must attain a critical mass before higher frequencies of genetic deafness 

occur is supported by the fact that larger deaf communities, as may be found in cities such as 

Madrid or Barcelona, do tend to have multigenerational deaf families. However, statistical data and 

genetic research are required to provide empirical evidence to flesh out these hypotheses. 

Recent work on a specific type of hereditary deafness suggests that the explanation may be a 

combination of both intermarriage and genetics. A specific type of hereditary deafness is caused by 

mutations at the connexin-26 gene locus, and this gene may be responsible for up to half of all cases 

genetic deafness in many populations (Nance et al. 2000). The claim has been made that connexin-

26 deafness is ‘higher in large populations with a long tradition of intermarriages among deaf 

people than those without such customs’ due to a combination of assortative mating (that is, deaf 

people tend to form couples with other deaf people) and relaxed selection (the social circumstances 

which prevented deaf people from being genetically fit and reproducing have been removed). This 

claim is supported by the unexpectedly high frequency of this type of hereditary deafness in the US 

coupled with continued endogamy within the deaf population over the last 200 years. The absence 

of high levels of genetic deafness in the Basque Country may be because there has not been as 

much intermarriage or because the population is just not large enough for the mechanisms of 

assortative mating and relaxed selection to have an effect. 

This work on connexin-related deafness suggests there may be a third possible explanation. In 

order for a particular type of genetic deafness to become frequent, it has to be there in the first 

place: 

 To explain why connexin deafness has been amplified in so many large populations, we must assume 

it was the most frequent form in those populations at the time that relaxed selection and assortative 

mating began, possibly because of a somewhat higher intrinsic mutation rate. (Nance & Kearsy, 

2004:1083) 

 

It may well be the case that there is a very low incidence of connexin (or other forms of) 

genetic deafness in the Basque Country, and so the right conditions were never in place for a high 

frequency of genetic deafness among the population. When we turn to the deaf population of 

countries like Australia, which is fairly large and has conditions apparently similar to those in the 

US (assortative mating and relaxed selection), and find that they do not fulfill the mythical 5-10% 

deaf-of-deaf, we may infer that they have a much lower rate of genetic hereditary deafness. As 

such, the US case may be exceptional in that there was initially an abnormally high rate of one type 

of genetic deafness which laid the foundations for the marked increase of this particular genetic 

deafness in the population. 
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At the moment, for want of clear statistical data on the incidence of hereditary deafness in the 

Basque Country, no answer may be found to these questions and the hypotheses outlined above 

remain mere speculation. What we do know is that there is an incredibly small number of deaf-of-

deaf signers in the Basque Country. As linguists looking for native signers to provide us with data 

on the language, this has important consequences for the way we can go about studying the sign 

language used in the Basque Country. In the next section, we describe the methodology we have 

adopted in our research group in order to deal with this situation. 

3. Methodology 
As we have seen in the previous sections, data from native informants is one of the main means for 

examining the workings of a given language, and yet it is debatable whether the language which is 

the object of study for our research group has any native informants at all in the Basque Country: at 

best we have a few second generation signers who learnt their sign language from birth, from their 

non-native parents. What linguistic research can be done in the context of a community where there 

is a mere handful of (possibly) native signers? 

In order to widen our informant base among the sign language users in the Basque Country 

and to have a better idea of what being a native user might or might not mean, we decided to use a 

data collection method which included registering sociolinguistic data associated with each 

informant and each data collection session. In this way, our data are not necessarily coming from 

native informers, but we would have as clear a picture as possible of where our data were coming 

from. To record these sociolinguistic factors we use the IMDI database for sign language metadata, 

which was developed for the ECHO project (Crasborn & Hanke 2003). The IMDI standard comes 

with a viewer and editor which were developed at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics in 

Nijmegen, Holland, and allow the information to be examined and manipulated. The set of metadata 

for sign languages was established for the sign language section of the ECHO project, which was 

designed to establish a corpus of data for various European sign languages. 

We video-record our informants in various situations and contexts, such as spontaneous 

conversations, controlled interviews and elicitation from stimulus material. Each recording session 

is logged in the IMDI database to ensure that all the related metadata are recorded. The metadata 

relate to the informant, for example: 

− age, place of birth and sex 

− hearing status, parents’ hearing status, type of hearing aid used (if any) 

− age of exposure to sign language 

− place and context of sign language exposure 
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− primary language of communication within the family 

− schooling (age, educational program, type of school) 

and also to the specific context of the recording session, such as: 

− type of communicative act (dialogue, storytelling, question and answer) 

− degree of formality 

− place and social context 

− topic of the content 

These data allow a sociolinguistic profile of both the informant and the recording session to be 

established as precisely as possible. In one sense, this allows us to put the cart before the horse. 

Normally in the study of language, native competence is defined internally to the language, by 

means of specific features of the language: “a native speaker would say this, this and this.” 

However, in the case of sign language, and of LSE specifically, we do not have enough 

understanding of how the language works to be able to say what is and what is not native 

competence. As we saw in section 2, in the field of sign language research we find ourselves 

defining native language competence in terms of language-external factors, that is, sociolinguistic 

characteristics of the individual: “this person is a native speaker because she is this, this and this.” 

And, as we saw in section 1, the characteristics usually given are of the following type: hearing 

status, family hearing status, age and length of exposure to sign language, level of use of sign 

language. 

Fortunately, there is some justification for this inside-out way of defining native competence, 

and for the sociolinguistic characteristics which are singled out as being relevant for defining native 

competence. The evidence comes from the findings of language processing studies: an independent 

means of judging nativeness is the speed with which an individual processes language. Put crudely, 

native users are quick, non-native users are slower. Experimental work on grammaticality 

judgement reaction times in sign language has shown that an individual’s age of exposure to sign 

language is crucial to how quickly he processes the language. If a person starts acquiring sign 

language after the age of three she is significantly slower (and less accurate) in detecting 

ungrammatical sentences than signers who began learning before age three (Boudreault & 

Mayberry 2006). This finding shows that the age of three is an important threshold which delimits 

the individual’s final proficiency in the language. On the basis of this result, we use ‘age of 

exposure to sign language’ as the principal characteristic which indicates whether or not a person is 

a native user. (We also include the related factors of ongoing contact with sign language and 

parents’ hearing status.) 
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By having a sociolinguistic profile of each informant, we are able to identify those who are 

(likely to be) native signers. In addition, for those who are not native signers, the metadata give us 

an insight into the extent to which they deviate from the prototypical native profile. If we then look 

at their language use, we can make tentative claims about native use of the language and about how 

non-native use diverges from this. In the following section we look at an example of differing 

language use for a specific sign language structure from the data we have collected: role shift. 

4. A case study: role shift 
Role shift is a mechanism used in sign language to convey somebody else’s thoughts or utterances, 

and it has been widely studied in a variety of sign languages (see Quer 2005 for an overview). Role 

shift plays a similar role to both direct and indirect speech in spoken languages, and from a 

semantic/pragmatic point of view, it involves changing the frame of reference to that of the 

character whose thoughts or utterances are being conveyed. When role shift is used, all deictic 

elements which identify the context of the utterances must be understood as referring to the 

recreated (or ‘shifted’) context and not the immediate communicative context. The referential 

anchors which give meaning to all deictic reference (“me-here-now”) are substituted by an 

imaginary or constructed frame of reference (that of the role shift character). This strategy is 

grammatically coded in sign language and is commonly used in signers’ discourse. As such, role 

shift represents a cognitively complex structure and is a part of the grammar that may be affected by 

a delay in an individual’s acquisition of the language, which is to say the degree to which an 

individual’s language use is native. 

On the basis of the expression of role shift in the data we have collected, we have conducted a 

pilot study to look for a correlation between the expression of role shift and the degree of 

nativeness. Our findings are based on few signers (5) and are only qualitative at the moment: more 

data are required to furnish quantitative results. Before looking at the results of the study, we give a 

brief description of the markers used to signal role shift in LSE. 

4.1. Role shift markers 
Role shift may be marked by various means (which have been identified in most sign languages 

studied, Zucchi 2004): 

(i) a change in orientation of the body, head or gaze throughout (or to introduce) the role 

shift  

(ii) a nominal marker: a noun phrase which identifies the role shift character is signed to 

introduce the role shift (e.g. FRIEND) 
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(iii) facial expression associated with the role shift character throughout (or to introduce) the 

role shift. 

None of these three markers is obligatory all the time. Facial expression alone is never used to mark 

role shift whereas orientation or a nominal marker alone may be used. An example of role shift in 

LSE, in which the signer uses various markers, is given in (1):3 

      role shift-i

(1) YESTERDAY POSS1P MOTHER INDEXi iSAY1P TOMORROW INDEXIP POSS2P HOUSE GO
‘Yesterday my mother said to me: tomorrow I’ll go to your house.’ 

We now turn to the results of our examination of the expression of role shift in signers with 

different degrees of nativeness. 

4.2. Results 
Our findings may be exemplified by three different signers who are representative of the 

correlations between nativeness and the expression of role shift which we have found in the entire 

sample. The first signer, “Andrea”, was brought up in a hearing family and did not come into 

contact with sign language until the age of 16; the second signer, “Klara”, also has a hearing family 

but began learning sign language earlier, at the age of 11, and has become a sign language teacher; 

the third signer, “Iratxe”, is from a deaf family and learnt sign language from birth. According to 

our definition of nativeness in terms of age of exposure to sign language, ongoing contact with sign 

language and family hearing status, Iratxe is the most native signer, followed by Klara, then 

Andrea. 

In terms of the expression of role shift that we found in the recordings of these signers, we 

will concentrate on the use of formal markers as described above. Recall that we set out to find 

some sort of correlation between nativeness and the expression of role shift. Andrea used a great 

deal of facial expression and changes in head orientation, while the nominal marker was 

infrequently used, and when it was used it was often inconsistent or incorrect. Klara also used facial 

expression but made greater use of changes in orientation, drawing upon other articulators such as 

the shoulders and eyes; she made occasional use of nominal markers and when used together with 

other markers, these were articulated sequentially rather than simultaneously. Iratxe’s use of facial 

expression was more reduced than the other two signers, as was her use of orientation, which at 

times was not used at all; in contrast, the nominal marker was consistently used to mark role shift. 

These results are summarized in Table 2. 

                                                 
3 Signs are glossed by the standard convention of using capital letters (e.g. SIGN). Subscripts mark the locus of the sign, 
or the start/end location features: i is a point in the signing space; 1P and 2P are first and second person loci, 
respectively. INDEX is a pointing sign (which may be pronominal); POSS = possessive.  
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 “Andrea” “Klara” “Iratxe” 

Age of exposure 16;0 11;0 0;0 

Family hearing hearing deaf 

Contact with SL home-social home-social-work home-social-school 

Expression of 
role shift 

• facial expression 

• head orientation 

• infrequent/ 
inconsistent use 
of nominal 
marker 

• facial expression 

• orientation (eye, 
head, shoulder, 
body) 

• occasional use of 
nominal marker 

• less facial expression 

• constrained shift in 
orientation (possibly 
none) 

• nominal marker 
consistently used 

Table 2. Summary of three signers: factors indicating degree of nativeness and formal 
markers used in the expression of role shift. 

4.3. Discussion  
As already mentioned, our findings do not allow us to establish a direct correlation between a given 

social factor and a specific grammatical form used in marking role shift since much more data 

would be needed to achieve this type of quantitative result. Nevertheless, we have been able to 

identify two progressive scales which draw out two different relationships between nativeness and 

role shift markers: 

(i) The degree of coarticulation of the markers increases with nativeness. A native signer may 

use several markers to signal role shift, and will invariably articulate these markers all at the same 

time. For example, a nominal marker may be signed on the hands while the head turns to one side 

and facial expression changes slightly. A less native signer, in contrast, will tend to produce each 

marker sequentially, such that a change in body orientation is followed by a marked facial 

expression and then a nominal marker. Obviously, this difference leads to greater fluidity and 

density of information in the native signer’s production. 

Interestingly, in the least native-like case there is also a relatively high degree of 

coarticulation. This may appear to go against the coarticulation-nativeness scale that we claim to 

have found, but a closer look at the markers the non-native signer is using and the way she is using 

them offers an explanation. The least native signer uses facial expression and orientation 

simultaneously to mark role shift, but does so in a way which is sometimes ambiguous. It is as 

though the mechanism of role shift is not grammatically governed and her use of facial expression 

and orientation are closer to mime rather than formal markers of role shift. This signer shows a high 

degree of coarticulation for the role shift markers, but is not using those markers to signal role shift 

as a grammatical construct¸ but rather as a communicative strategy. This scale, then, may be better 

described as a U-shaped curve, a pattern which so often crops up in language acquisition processes: 
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in the initial (non-native) state, markers are used simultaneously but ungrammatically; when 

grammaticalization occurs and the markers take on linguistically governed functions, the near-

native signer will break down the expression into separate segments which are articulated 

sequentially (perhaps due to cognitive processing limitations); the native signer will be able to 

automate the process of role shift marking to a much greater degree, thus permitting simultaneous 

articulation of various markers, if need be. 

(ii) The more native the signer, the more abstract the use of space. As a visual language which 

is articulated in physical space, sign language makes use of space to mark grammatical distinctions. 

In the case of role shift, a change of orientation (of the body, head or eye gaze) in real space is one 

of the markers which may be used to indicate a shift in the frame of reference. We have found that 

the use of space for marking role shift becomes more abstract for more native signers, to the point 

where space is not used at all by the most native signers. 

As mentioned above, it is most likely that the least native signer is not using grammaticalized 

role shift but rather a series of communicative strategies; the change in orientation to mark role shift 

is akin to mime, and the use of space is limited to being a reflection of spatial relations in real space. 

For example, if the signer is relating a conversation between a lion, situated on her left, and a 

mouse, situated on her right, a role shift to the character of the lion must always be marked by a 

change in orientation to the left, and the mouse to her right. The limitations of mime dictate that 

without this spatial coherency there will be a loss of clarity and possibly a breakdown in 

communication. The near-native signer also tends to respect the coherency of these spatial 

representations, with each character being assigned a given point in space, but not as strictly. We 

have come across many incidences of role shift in which the direction of the change in orientation 

does not fit in with the spatial map that has been established in the discourse (e.g. lion left, mouse 

right); what is important here is not the direction of the change in orientation but the fact that there 

is a change in orientation at all. This change in orientation marks the role shift, but it does not 

necessarily uniquely identify the frame of reference that is being switched to; this is achieved by 

means of other role shift markers, such as the nominal marker, and by discourse considerations. The 

change in orientation no longer means “Now I’m the mouse” but just says “Now I’m somebody 

else”. The final step in abstracting the use of space, which occurs in native signers, involves doing 

without orientation as a mark of role shift altogether. There is a tendency in native signers to lessen 

the articulation of orientation, not only by making reduced movements but also by using smaller 

articulators such as the eyes and the head, rather than the shoulders and the body. However, there 

are instances of role shift when absolutely no orientation is used, and the marking is achieved solely 

by means of the nominal marker (and possibly also facial expression). The different uses of space 
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by signers with different degrees of nativeness reflect the extent to which role shift is a part of the 

grammar: the use of space changes from a mime-like representation to an arbitrary marker and may 

even disappear completely. 

 

 
CO-ARTICULATION: 
Co-occurrence of 
various expressive 

devices 
 

Consecutive 
articulation of 

markers 
 

Co-articulation of 
various markers 

 
ABSTRACT USE OF SPACE: 
Mime-like 

 
Arbitrary use of 

space 
 

Minimal or no 
use of space 

  

Table 3. Two correlations between the degree of nativeness of the signer and different 
aspects of the expression of role shift: i) coarticulation; ii) abstract use of space. 

 
In our discussion of both of these scales, represented in Table 3, we have touched upon the 

process of grammaticalization and how the expression of role shift may change according to the 

degree to which it forms a part of the signer’s grammar. Can this observation offer an insight into 

the way in which language develops in the individual, or even the way language itself evolves? We 

turn to this question in the conclusion. 

5. Conclusion 
In this paper we have examined the notion of native speaker/signer, the motivation for which came 

from a lack of native signers in the deaf population of the Basque Country who can participate as 

informants in sign language research. A survey of the somewhat haphazard statistical information 

on this population has revealed that the common assumption that 5-10% of deaf people are born to 

deaf families does not hold true in the Basque Country. We have examined various definitions of 

native signer that have been used in sign language research and have described the methodology 

that we have developed in order to get around the lack of native informants, which involves 

adopting a notion of nativeness based on a number of language-external factors (age of acquisition, 

family hearing status and contact with sign language). Finally, in analysing the use of role shift 

markers by our informants, we have looked at a specific aspect of the variety of LSE used in the 

Basque Country which displays variation according to the nativeness of the signer. This variation 

may be captured in terms of two progressive scales dealing with the degree of coarticulation, on the 

one hand, and the extent to which the use of space is abstract, on the other. 

less native more native 
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From what we have described in our work on the sign language of the Basque Country we 

would like to draw attention to two points: 

Firstly, the importance of recording metadata which permits a sociolinguistic profile of 

informants to be created. In the context of sign languages in small populations, the absence of 

unquestionably native signers makes it imperative to know exactly where data are coming from and 

what they represent. Our principal lines of study as a research group are not sociolinguistic in 

nature, but we have felt the need to adopt a sociolinguistically informed methodology in order to be 

able to substantiate our data. As a secondary effect, the compilation of sociolinguistic data will help 

to give the scientific community a better picture of the makeup of deaf populations, and provides a 

starting point for demographic, anthropological and social work. 

Our second observation relates to the pilot study of the effects of late acquisition on the 

expression of role shift. Given the particular social conditions in which they exist, sign languages 

offer the chance to study the language faculty in states other than the native condition, according to 

the age of exposure to the first language. The classic work by Jakobson (1941) draws attention to 

the parallels between the stages of development during the construction of the phonological system 

and the stages of decline due to aphasic conditions. According to this study, the fact that the stages 

of development and decline of the phonological system coincide in nature and sequential ordering 

constitutes evidence of the internal organization of the linguistic system. In Jakobson’s own words, 

this organization is subject to the following general principle: 

Just as the high-level structure may not be constructed unless the foundations have been previously 

laid down, the foundations may not be dismantled without first removing the high-level structure. 

(Jakobson 1941: 396. Authors’ translation) 

 
The case of late acquisition in sign languages represents a hybrid between normal language 

acquisition and language deterioration in aphasics. If we accept Jakobson’s general principle that 

the processes of language acquisition and loss reflect the fundamental nature of the hierarchical 

organization of language, it may be predicted that the various levels of grammatical competence 

resulting from late acquisition are also a reflection of this hierarchical organization. As such, 

grammatical studies involving non-native signers may reveal important information about the 

human language faculty. Our pilot study on role shift is by no means the first step in this direction: 

Lillo-Martin & Berk (2003) study the effects of late acquisition on sign order in ASL; Coppieters 

(1987) analyses the relationship between age of acquisition and lexical knowledge for ASL; and, as 

we saw in section 3, Boudreault & Mayberry (2006) have looked at differences in sentence 

processing time with respect to age of acquisition. Additionally, groundbreaking work on home 
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signing (Goldin-Meadow 2003) and emerging sign languages, such as Nicaraguan Sign Language 

(Kegl, Senghas & Coppola 1999), has made use of non-native signing to provide significant 

insights into the nature and development of language. 

As mentioned earlier, role shift in sign languages is a grammatical mechanism which is 

analogue to direct/indirect speech in spoken languages. Both structures involve a change in the 

frame of reference for deictic expressions, and both involve grammatical constructions which entail 

a certain amount of morphological complexity. The progressive scales for the grammaticalization of 

role shift which we have identified reflect this complexity. A comparison of this process with the 

stages of acquisition of role shift or direct/indirect speech by native signers/speakers, and the 

manifestation of these structures in aphasics could provide a valuable source of evidence for: (i) the 

internal organization of the grammar of sign languages, (ii) the fundamental differences and 

similarities between signed and spoken languages, and (iii) the structural makeup of Universal 

Grammar. 
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