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AN INVESTIGATION OF THE NEED FOR SIGN

LANGUAGE ASSESSMENT IN DEAF EDUCATION

Few standardized assessment tools are
available that effectively provide a de-
tailed evaluation of a deaf individual’s
ability to use language proficiently,
whether in spoken or written form,
and particularly in the visual-gestural
modality (Haug, 2005). Among the in-
struments that are used with this
target group, most were originally de-
veloped for hearing students—e.g.,
the Carolina Picture Vocabulary Test,
1985—or were standardized more
than 25 years ago—e.g., Total Commu-
nication Receptive Vocabulary, 1981
(Nielsen & Luetke-Stahlmann, 2002;
White & Tischler, 1999).

Widespread use of standardized
tests—developed for hearing individ-
uals—for diagnostic and educational
placement purposes (French, 1999)
fails to detect deaf students’ primary

linguistic knowledge. Consequently, it
is often not possible for professionals
in deaf education and related disci-
plines to adequately evaluate and iden-
tify language skills that are effectively
developed in deaf children or those
skills that require intervention (Schem-
bri et al., 2002). Not only do deaf stu-
dents receive insufficient accurate
feedback from traditional assessment
measures; teachers fail to obtain infor-
mation about the communicative/lin-
guistic abilities of students sufficient to
evaluate “the academic progress of
their students, which also means the
success of their own instruction”
(Schembri et al., 2002, p. 19). More-
over, it is mainly on the basis of these
communicative and language meas-
ures that appropriate intervention ap-
proaches can be developed.

HE ATTITUDES of educators of the deaf and other professionals in deaf
education concerning assessment of the use of American Sign Language
(ASL) and other sign systems was investigated. A questionnaire was dis-
tributed to teachers in a residential school for the deaf in California. In
addition to questions regarding the availability of sign language assess-
ment at their schools, participants responded to items concerning their
motivation to use a test for sign language measurement. Of the 100 dis-
tributed surveys, 85 were completed and returned. Results showed over-
whelming agreement among respondents concerning the importance of
sign language assessment, along with the need for tools that appropri-
ately measure signing skills.
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Over the past three decades, a
growing number of studies have ex-
amined the acquisition of natural sign
languages in deaf children or have fo-
cused on ways to provide a linguistic
validation of sign language as a true
natural language (e.g., Emmorey, 2002;
Morgan, Herman, & Woll, 2002). Most
of these studies have focused on Amer-
ican Sign Language (ASL) and British
Sign Language (BSL), while research
on other natural sign languages, in par-
ticular, ways to appropriately assess
sign language proficiency of deaf chil-
dren, remains limited. While the lack of
instruments to measure deaf students’
language capabilities in both sign and
written language is discussed in the
current literature (e.g., Haug & Hinter-
mair, 2003; Herman, 1998; Johnson,
Kimball, & Brown, 2001; Nielsen &
Luetke Stahlman, 2002), most reports
lack empirical data (e.g., surveys, inter-
views) to scientifically document the
pressing need for such instruments,
especially in regard to programs that
include a natural sign language as a pri-
mary means of instruction. Generating
successful academic performance by
deaf students over the long term re-
quires that administrators of such
programs produce detailed docu-
mentation of their objectives and
how these objectives are attained.
This may include a list of formal as-
sessment procedures (e.g., language
tests) as well as informal ones (e.g.,
in-class observation) used to evaluate
students’ language proficiency. Infor-
mation obtained through the use of
assessment measures can assist school
administrators with placement ques-
tions and support educational deci-
sions regarding appropriate support
services.

A likely reason for the lack of empir-
ical research on deaf education profes-
sionals’ perceptions of sign language
assessment tests is the varying degree
of sign language proficiency deaf chil-

dren show as a result of their exposure
to different forms of sign language in-
put (e.g., natural sign language vs.
pedagogical sign systems). This vari-
ance makes appropriate assessment
difficult. Consequently, instruments
designed to measure individual lan-
guage performance need to target
specific linguistic forms and functions
inherent in these sign languages and
sign systems. In one of the few studies
to address the subject of sign language
measurement, Haug and Hintermair
(2003) conducted a survey of German
deaf education professionals’ percep-
tions of a number of assessment-re-
lated issues. Participants were asked to
answer questions concerning the
availability of assessment at school,
types of items to be measured in a sign
language test, and respondents’ atti-
tudes toward tests constructed to as-
sess deaf individuals’ signing skills.
The majority of the German educators
of the deaf who responded to the
survey expressed a need for consis-
tent assessment and, in particular, for
instruments designed to evaluate mas-
tery of specific linguistic features of
sign language. The educators particu-
larly stressed the significance of as-
sessment tools designed specifically
for children who acquire a natural sign
language as a first language.

Despite a growing interest in test
development for purposes that in-
clude the screening of early signing
skills in preschool deaf children, as-
sessment of sign language proficiency
in school-aged deaf students, and the
investigation of specific linguistic fea-
tures of sign language in signers at var-
ious ages, the number of available
assessment tools remains small. In ad-
dition, there are certain limitations in
some of the tests under development.
These shortcomings include a limited
age range of participants, a lack of
large sample norms and valid psycho-
metric properties, and use of instru-

ments that are not appropriate for ad-
ministration in an educational setting
(for reasons of test length, for exam-
ple). In addition, most of the tests
have not been standardized or pub-
lished, nor are they commercially
available, with a few exceptions (e.g.,
the BSL Receptive Skills Test, Herman,
Holmes, & Woll, 1999). This presents
an obstacle for professionals in deaf
education, who lack the appropriate
assessment instruments to success-
fully monitor their students’ language
and academic progress. Although it
may seem apparent that no single sign
language assessment tool is likely to
demonstrate the same level of appro-
priateness for all situations and skills,
additional research on assessment-re-
lated issues is needed. This includes
qualitative research that may provide
vital information concerning how ef-
fectively assessment works in practice.

The Present Study
In an effort to more systematically in-
vestigate the need for appropriate
tools to assess American deaf students’
sign language skills, a survey was dis-
tributed to 100 participants in a resi-
dential school program that integrates
ASL as a primary means of instruction
and communication. (Because of the
inconsistencies in the type of sign lan-
guage input—e.g., natural sign lan-
guages such as ASL, invented systems
such as Signing Exact English, or a mix
of both—that deaf students receive in
and outside of school, the term sign
language is used in a wider sense in
the present study unless stated other-
wise.) The survey consisted of a writ-
ten questionnaire that had two main
functions:

1. to gather information on the
availability of formal and infor-
mal types of assessment at the
school site to measure students’
sign language proficiency
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2. to investigate deaf education
professionals’ attitudes toward
assessments of ASL proficiency
(e.g., potential use, concerns)

The survey responses served as indica-
tors of the need for appropriate ASL
test measures; they also provided sug-
gestions for future educational efforts.

A major objective of the present
study was to examine the level of
agreement among professionals con-
cerning their attitudes towards assess-
ment of deaf students’ sign language
skills. We were particularly interested
in surveying participants’ perceptions
of sign language assessment as a key
factor in evaluating individual students’
ASL skills. Additionally, we wanted to
explore potential differences in atti-
tudes regarding the need for appropri-
ate assessment instruments, based on
respondent hearing status. Another
objective of the survey was to docu-
ment the perceptions of professionals,
who are concerned with assessment-
related issues on a daily basis.

Research Questions
To investigate attitudes of educators
of the deaf and other professionals in
deaf education toward sign language
assessment, four research questions
were posed:

1. Are deaf students’ sign language
skills assessed on a regular basis
at the school?

2. Do professionals in deaf educa-
tion see a need for assessment
of deaf students’ sign language
performance at school? If yes,
how does such a need relate to
respondents’ own use of sign
language at school and in other
contexts?

3. To what extent does the respon-
dents’ hearing status have an in-
fluence on their perception of
sign language assessment?

4. Do professionals who are deaf,
hard of hearing, or hearing agree
in their evaluation of which
grammatical features of a natural
sign language, such as ASL, are
important to be assessed?

Methodology
Participants
The targeted sample in the present
study consisted of 100 respondents, of
whom 85 completed and returned a
written questionnaire concerning the
need for tests of sign language. All of
the survey respondents worked in a
bilingual-bicultural residential school
exclusively serving deaf and hard of
hearing students from preschool
through high school age. The school
provided instruction to both day and
residential students. In this school,
ASL was recognized as an autonomous
language used as means of instruction
in the classroom. In addition to the
large number of deaf and hard of hear-
ing students, the program also had
deaf faculty and staff members, which
was of particular importance to us,
given the small number of deaf profes-
sionals in the field of deaf education
(Rosenfeld, Mounty, & Ehringhaus,
1994). Forty-five of the 85 completed
questionnaires (53%) came from re-
spondents who were deaf or hard of
hearing.

Survey Instrument
The survey developed for the present
study consisted of a written question-
naire incorporating 24 items aimed at
ASL assessment issues and 10 demo-
graphic questions (see Appendix).
Drawing on research by Herman
(1998) and Haug and Hintermair
(2003), the questionnaire was de-
signed by the first author in collabora-
tion with an item panel consisting of a
teacher of the deaf, a professor spe-
cializing in deafness and ASL assess-
ment (who is also the second author

of the present article), and a graduate
student with background in measure-
ment and evaluation. (The term “item
panel” is used here with reference to
Wilson, 2005. It describes a group of
people consisting of professionals,
people knowledgeable about meas-
urement, and potential respondents,
all of whom participate in creating the
best set of items to provide a well-
rounded representation of the frame-
work of the research.) Different types
of questions were mixed, including
Guttman scale items (e.g., “Which of
the following statements best de-
scribes your value of sign language as-
sessment?”), multiple-choice items
(e.g., “Who assesses deaf students’
sign language skills?”), Likert–type
scale items (e.g., “How important
would the following elements be for
your decision to use a test for sign lan-
guage assessment?”), and open-ended
questions (e.g., “Please describe
briefly what form of sign language or
signed communication is used in your
program”).

To measure reliability, an alternate
test version (“B”) was developed that
contained the same number of items.
This version differed from the origi-
nal survey (“A”) in that the wording of
each item had been modified with-
out changes in content. Examples are
question 11 (test A), “Are deaf stu-
dents’ sign language skills assessed
on a regular basis at your school?”
and question 1 (test B), “Is sign lan-
guage assessment administered reg-
ularly at your school?” The rationale
for this approach was to give the ap-
pearance of new items. Both sets of
items were included in the same
questionnaire. To distinguish them
from each other, they were labeled
“part A” and “part B.” Respondents
received a cover letter in which they
were informed about the format of
the questionnaire and asked to com-
plete both parts.
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Criteria for Evaluation
All returned questionnaires were col-
lected and scored by the first author,
who also entered the responses for
all items into a computer data file us-
ing Quest (Adams & Khoo, 1996), an
interactive test analysis program, and
Microsoft Excel. Because the sample
was small, no additional rater was
involved.

Analyses
The survey developed for the present
study contained two types of ques-
tionnaire items: prewritten items and
open questions. For the analysis of
the responses, we took a mixed-
methods approach. For those survey
items with prewritten responses,
quantitative measures were applied.
In this context, we used mainly de-
scriptive statistical analysis because of
the small sample size. All data ob-
tained from items with open ques-
tions were analyzed for recurring
themes.

Quantitative Analysis
In order to elicit responses to the re-
search questions in the introduction,
we emphasized four criteria:

1. degree of availability of sign lan-
guage assessment tools at the
school site and type of sign lan-
guage measured, and the use of
assessment strategies

2. respondents’ evaluation of gram-
matical features according to
these features’ level of sig-
nificance for sign language as-
sessment

3. respondents’ perception of the
need for sign language assess-
ment

4. criteria to evaluate respondents’
interest in and motivation to
make use of a sign language as-
sessment test

Reliability and Validity
An alternate form of reliability coeffi-
cient was produced for the sign lan-
guage assessment questionnaire by
creating two sets of items, both of
which were part of the survey that re-
spondents filled out. These sets of
items (i.e., “A” and “B”) were adminis-
tered at the same time and calibrated.
This was followed by (a) correlation of
both sets to produce alternate forms
of reliability coefficients. Overall, the
sign language assessment question-
naire demonstrated high alternate
form reliability, exceeding an r of .75
for all items.

To facilitate deeper analysis, the
survey items were divided into three
groups, each of which yielded high
values for within-group correlations
and low values for between-group cor-
relations:

group I: assessment of sign lan-
guage skills in school

group II: elements of sign language
that require assessment

group III: criteria that have an im-
pact on professionals’ use of
sign language assessment in-
struments

Once we had distributed the items
among these three groups and elimi-
nated answers that had been given
exclusively in part B, reliability in-
creased significantly for comparisons
between both test versions, with r =
.86 (group I), .85 (group II), and .90
(group III). New answers were not in-
cluded in the analysis to prevent
falsely inflated calculations of the reli-
ability coefficient.

Demographic Background of
Respondents
As previously stated, the majority of
participants were teachers (n = 79),
although the sample also included re-
sponses from speech-language pathol-

ogists (n = 3), school psychologists (n
= 1), and resource specialists (n = 2).
Of all participants, 40 (47%) were
hearing, 36 (42%) were deaf, and 9
(11%) had other types of hearing loss.
When asked to evaluate their expres-
sive and receptive signing proficiency,
the majority of respondents gave high
ratings to their comprehension skills
(n = 52) and production skills (n =
58). Ninety-five percent (n = 81) of all
participants reported that they used
ASL as their primary means of commu-
nication at school, while 48% (n = 41)
indicated that they made frequent use
of fingerspelling. With regard to re-
spondents’ personal use of communi-
cation in other contexts (e.g., at home),
results showed a similar pattern, with
more than half of the participants (n =
49) indicating predominant use of ASL,
followed by occasional use of finger-
spelling (n = 32).

Sign Language Assessment 
at School
One of the questions investigated in
the present study was the availability
of ASL assessment in programs that
provide services to deaf students.
Forty-nine percent of the respondents
stated that they were not aware of any
regular sign language assessment at
their school. Regarding the question
concerning types of assessment
strategies used, the most common re-
sponse (given by 24% of participants
who answered the question) was to
indicate that using combinations of
different strategies was the foremost
approach. Such strategies include the
use of an observation checklist and
video recordings. A similar observa-
tion was made regarding participants’
responses regarding assessment re-
sponsibility. Judging by the answer
that was selected most frequently
(i.e., by 26% of those who answered
the question), usually more than one
person was involved in assessment-
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related processes. In addition to the
teacher, these professionals often
would include a speech-language
pathologist or an assessment specialist.

Professionals’ Need for Sign
Language Assessment
Another important issue was the ques-
tion of whether professionals in deaf
education perceive a need for sign lan-
guage assessment. We studied this
question from different perspectives
by examining participants’ profes-
sional opinions concerning sign lan-
guage assessment measures, along
with their expressed need for such
tests. In addition to items that asked
for respondents’ perceptions of indi-
vidual issues related to sign language
assessment (e.g., the linguistic features
that were measured), there were items
that asked participants to select from a
number of preformulated statements
regarding the significance of sign lan-
guage assessment.

Nearly all participants (n = 83) said
they considered the availability of tests
to assess sign language proficiency
useful. Furthermore, the majority of
respondents (n = 51) selected the
statement “I see it as a key element to
determine the skills of individual stu-
dents along with their needs and use it
consistently” when asked to asses the
value of sign language assessment. An
even larger majority (n = 60) selected
a statement indicating that there is a
“strong need” for sign language tests.

Impact of Hearing Status
In order to determine whether respon-
dents’ hearing status had any effect on
their judgment of various grammatical
features of ASL with regard to their im-
portance for assessment, correlations
were determined between respon-
dents’ hearing status and all items in
group II (i.e., elements of ASL that re-
quire assessment, including language

comprehension, language production,
and lexical knowledge). The results of
these statistical analyses are summa-
rized in Table 1.

The respondents considered three
elements particularly important in the
assessment of sign language skills in
deaf students: language comprehen-
sion (n = 83), language production (n
= 82), and communicative compe-
tence (n = 77). Factors such as non-
manual features (n = 40) and lexical
knowledge (n = 43), generated much
lower values. None of the correlation
coefficients were statistically signifi-
cant, which suggested that hearing sta-
tus did not have a significant impact
on respondents’ perceptions of sign
language assessment.

Criteria for the Use of a Sign
Language Assessment Test
Survey participants were also asked to
rate the importance of several test-re-
lated variables (e.g., test length) in
their decision to use an assessment
test for sign language. The results are
displayed in Table 2.

Fifty-nine percent of participants
rated the level of linguistic expertise
a highly important criterion in their
decision to use an assessment test.
Other elements that received high rat-
ings included the level of difficulty of
test analysis (54%) and the amount of
training needed (49%). A smaller pro-
portion (42%) considered test length
highly important; 46% rated it some-
what important.
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Correlation coefficient:

hearing status and

Features HI % SI % NI % respondents’ judgment

Language comprehension 98 2 — .018

Language production 96 4 — .092

Lexical knowledge 51 48 1 .071

Specific linguistic features

(e.g., classifiers) 69 30 1 .067

Communicative competence 91 8 1 .061

Nonmanual features 47 53 — –.037

Narrative skills 65 35 — .032

HI = highly important, SI = somewhat important, NI = not important.

Table 1

Correlations Between Respondents’ Hearing Status and Their Ratings of the
Significance of Grammatical Aspects of ASL to Be Assessed

Features HI % SI % NI %

Level of difficulty of test administration 46 45 9

Length of test 42 46 12

Level of difficulty of test scoring 46 44 10

Level of difficulty of test analysis 54 34 12

Amount of training needed 49 41 10

Level of linguistic expertise needed 59 37 4

HI = highly important, SI = somewhat important, NI = not important.

Table 2

Respondents’ Ratings of Criteria They Might Apply in Deciding Whether to 
Use an ASL Proficiency Assessment
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Qualitative Analysis
An additional objective of the survey
on sign language assessment was to
provide qualitative data in form of re-
sponses to open-ended questions.
Some of the qualitative items allowed
participants to comment (e.g., “What
are other issues that are important to
you with regard to sign language as-
sessment?”) or elaborate on the way
they had answered related questions
(e.g., “If you answered ‘yes,’ please ex-
plain why”). Almost every completed
survey contained remarks of some
kind by participants. All comments
were entered into a separate file and
subjected to a content analysis in
which we identified recurring themes
and organized comments accord-
ingly. Several recurring “key themes”
emerged during this process, which
can be summarized as follows:

1. Although the majority of respon-
dents agreed on the overall sig-
nificance of having deaf students’
sign language skills assessed in a
consistent and systematic way,
the question remained, Who can
be considered most qualified to
oversee this type of assessment?

2. With regard to the fact that
many deaf children often do not
consistently use a single type of
signing (e.g., ASL, Sign Exact
English, manually coded Eng-
lish), it is necessary for assessors
to be closely familiar with the
different means of communica-
tion that deaf students use in
order to recognize what they
are assessing. In this context,
many professionals reported
having difficulties determining
what language(s) a student had
been exposed to outside of
school.

3. In order to make assessment
effective, students need to be
assessed on a regular basis in-

dependent of their signing
skills. Also, it is important that
other professionals and a stu-
dent’s parents be able to easily
interpret the results of a sign
language assessment test.

4. Responsibility for assessing the
deaf student’s skills should not
be left with teachers. Instead, this
task requires a team approach
that includes speech-language
pathologists, ASL teachers, and
classroom teachers.

5. Most current testing of deaf stu-
dents’ sign language skills oc-
curs in an environment that is
not natural (e.g., a student will
manifest these skills differently
in a test situation and during re-
cess) and thus provides only
limited understanding of many
individuals’ true capacities. Con-
sequently, it is necessary for as-
sessment instruments to be able
to evaluate language used in “a
more naturalistic, communica-
tive setting” (Schembri et al.,
2002, p. 37) such as the individ-
ual’s home.

Both quantitative and qualitative
data reveal a number of interesting
findings: Qualitative results indicate
that many professionals in deaf educa-
tion see a need for assessment tools
that are appropriate for measuring
deaf students’ ASL proficiency. This
perspective can be observed similarly
across type of professions as well as
hearing status. Furthermore, the main
reason that deters many participants
from effectively employing a sign lan-
guage test is the degree of linguistic
expertise deemed necessary to suc-
cessfully administer and score such a
test. These perceptions are corrobo-
rated by the results of the qualitative
analysis, which reveal an emphasis on
such issues as involvement in test de-
velopment and test administration as

well as the need for more consistent
sign language assessment.

Discussion
The present study investigated how
professionals in deaf education per-
ceive the assessment of deaf students’
sign language skills. Using data derived
from responses to a written question-
naire distributed to 100 participants in
a residential program serving a large
number of deaf students, we examined
professionals’ perspectives on current
ASL assessment procedures (or the
lack thereof) at the school. In addition,
participants were asked to assign lev-
els of importance to the assessment of
different linguistic features of ASL (e.g.,
sign production, sign comprehension)
and, on the basis of several factors
(e.g., level of linguistic expertise re-
quired, test length), state their degree
of motivation to use an ASL assessment
test.

During the analysis of the survey
results, four key themes and areas of
concern surfaced in regard to the im-
plementation of assessment measures
in schools.

Lack of Sign Language
Assessment at School
One of the main findings of the pres-
ent study was the noticeable lack of
regular sign language assessment at
the participating school. This trend
was equally strong across profes-
sional roles within the program and
hearing status of participants. The
finding has particular importance in
that it is derived from data gathered
at a residential school with a bilin-
gual-bicultural education program
that recognizes ASL as means of in-
struction and communication. This
observation illustrates the concur-
rent lack of assessment norms in
schools for the deaf, particularly pro-
grams that include ASL as a means of
instruction.
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The Need for Sign 
Language Assessment
In addition to the availability of sign
language assessment at school, we in-
vestigated the extent to which respon-
dents believed that there was a need
for ASL tests. Results showed that a ma-
jority of participants regarded sign lan-
guage assessment as a key element in
gauging the language and academic
skills of individual students, and that
these respondents tried to use in it
some form in the classroom (e.g., in
informal assessment procedures). A
belief in the importance of sign lan-
guage assessment was shared by
educators of the deaf and other pro-
fessionals such as speech-language
pathologists and curriculum special-
ists. The overwhelming agreement on
the strong need for appropriate test
instruments to measure deaf stu-
dents’ signing skill suggests that cur-
rent assessment practices, which are
mostly informal and inconsistently ap-
plied, are not sufficiently effective to
provide adequate support services for
these students.

The Influence of Hearing
Status on Perceptions of 
Sign Language Assessment
For one of our research questions,
which concerned the effect of hearing
status on respondents’ views of sign
language assessment, we did not re-
ceive a conclusive answer. We did find
that deaf professionals appear to as-
sess deaf students’ in-class perform-
ance more often than their hearing
colleagues do, and consider it slightly
more useful to have tests available,
and that both groups share the overall
view that the currently available evalu-
ation measures are not sufficient.
Such a conformity of views could pro-
vide a starting point for a meaningful
collaboration between deaf and hear-
ing professionals. However, because
of the fact that all survey responses

came from the same school, a residen-
tial program that supports ASL and
has a high number of deaf teachers
and other deaf staff, these findings are
not necessarily representative of all
professionals in deaf education.

Agreement Among
Professionals Across Type of
Profession and Hearing Status
on Assessment Questions and
Use of Assessment Tests
As was the case with the prior question
on the relationship between hearing
status and perceptions of the value of
assessment, we were interested in the
possible existence of a relationship be-
tween such variables as respondents’
type of profession or hearing status
and their consideration of sign lan-
guage assessment, as well as their deci-
sion to use assessment tests. The
finding that none of the correlations
between these variables showed any
statistical significance is likely due to
the fact that all of the data came from
the same program. Nevertheless, the
significance that was found for correla-
tions within the groups for sign lan-
guage characteristics and criteria to
use tests, along with the significance
ratings that were computed for these
items, provided valuable information
that warrants additional research. Re-
garding the importance of measuring
particular grammatical and semantic
features of ASL (e.g., lexical knowl-
edge), most respondents considered it
important to assess both language
comprehension and language produc-
tion, as well as overall communicative
competence.

When asked to rate the significance
of different criteria in their decision to
use an assessment test, most partici-
pants agreed on required linguistic
expertise as the most influential com-
ponent. Surprisingly, respondents did
not include test length among the as-
pects of greatest concern in their deci-

sion to use an assessment test. Given
that many professionals claimed time
constraints as the main factor that
kept them from conducting assess-
ment more consistently, this apparent
contradiction may warrant further in-
vestigation.

However, it is important to point
out the possibility that respondents’
ratings of the criteria for using a sign
language assessment test may have
been influenced by their own interpre-
tation of who should administer tests.
With the majority of professionals in
deaf education being hearing, many of
these individuals claim their lack of na-
tive ASL skills and strong linguistic/cul-
tural background as the main reason
for not using sign language assessment
tests. Instead, they see assessment as
being conducted by someone who is
considered more competent (i.e., a na-
tive signer). For test developers, it is vi-
tal to acknowledge such notions by
developing assessment tools that are
appropriate for deaf test takers. At the
same time, such tools need to be de-
signed in a way that allows individuals
with varying level of linguistic expertise
in a natural sign language such as ASL
to administer and score them.

Summary
The overview of attitudes among
educators of the deaf and other pro-
fessionals toward ASL assessment pro-
vided in the present article points out
an apparent need for appropriate as-
sessment tools to measure deaf stu-
dents’ sign language skills. If educators
of the deaf are to be able to monitor
these students’ success in acquiring
ASL as their first or second language
and facilitate decisions on effective in-
tervention services, it is critical that all
efforts to successfully meet those
needs be increased. Such efforts in-
clude studies with larger, more diverse,
samples.

Given that all survey responses
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came from one school, the findings of
the present study need to be ap-
proached with caution. In particular,
in light of the fact that residential and
center programs make up less than
30% of instructional settings for stu-
dents with hearing loss in the United
States, other types of programs with
equal or greater representation, such
as self-contained classrooms in regu-
lar or mainstreamed educational set-
tings and regular educational settings
(Gallaudet Research Institute, 2005)
need to be acknowledged, and in-
cluded in future studies.

Further, the results should not be
generalized, because of the relatively
small size of the sample. However, the
fact that the study targeted partici-
pants who are representative of a
“low-incidence population” (Maller &
Ferron, 1997, p. 989) makes the com-
plete sample (N = 85) large enough
to qualify for validity purposes. In or-
der to evaluate whether the views
expressed in the study are representa-
tive of deaf education professionals’
attitudes towards sign language as-
sessment throughout the United
States, we recommend a follow-up
study that would increase the number
of participating programs to include
those that do not offer sign language
as means of instruction. It might also
be beneficial to expand the physical
distance between participating schools
in order to enable cross-regional com-
parisons.

Implications for Assessment
and Intervention
The successful application of any type
of theoretical framework in deaf edu-
cation requires a comprehensive docu-
mentation of deaf students’ skills along
with their unique needs. This can be
accomplished by establishing norms
for assessment of deaf students’ ASL
skills along with formal guidelines on
who should be involved in the assess-

ment process. In addition, educators
may be able to expand their instruc-
tional strategies and maximize the
amount of student data available by ex-
ploring meaningful ways to integrate
assessment tools as a complementary
measure in their classroom. These and
other measures can be established
much more effectively through coor-
dinated efforts by the school and re-
searchers. Collaborations with schools
could allow researchers to oversee the
implementation of their assessment
tool and make adjustments where nec-
essary, based on the feedback of teach-
ers and other professionals who are
using the test. For schools, this type
of collaboration could provide addi-
tional expertise to deal with some of
the issues related to sign language as-
sessment (e.g., assessment content,
use of assessment results, consistency
of assessment).

As suggested by some respondents
in the present study, the idea of as-
sembling a team of professionals from
different areas of expertise (e.g., edu-
cation, language assessment, speech-
language pathology, linguistics) holds
the greatest promise for success. One
of the potential advantages of such a
team effort would be a substantial de-
crease in the amount of time between
identification of existing problems
and onset of intervention services.
Such a reduction could be made pos-
sible by providing training to all team
members in both the use of formal as-
sessment tools and informal assess-
ment strategies. At the same time,
assessment would no longer be af-
fected by the subjective views of a sin-
gle person.

With the majority of professionals
in deaf education being hearing, it is
vital that test developers take into
consideration the varying degrees of
sign language competency within this
group and how it may affect individu-
als’ ability to administer an ASL profi-

ciency assessment. If norms and guide-
lines to assist those involved in the
process of sign language assessment
can be established, one of the main ob-
jectives of such a tool, which is to effec-
tively monitor deaf students’ academic
progress, can more likely be achieved.

Note
The first author wishes to express his
thanks to the teachers and other pro-
fessionals at the three programs for
their participation in this study and
the members of the construct item
panel for their input.
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Sign Language Assessment Survey
Part A

III. Demographics

1. Which of the following best describes your profession?
▫ teacher
▫ speech-language pathologist
▫ school psychologist
▫ resource specialist
▫ curriculum specialist
▫ literacy specialist/after-school coordinator
▫ teacher assistant
▫ other (please specify) ___________________________________

2. For how many years have you been working in your professional capacity?
______ years

3. Select the type of program you are currently working in from the following:
▫ residential/special
▫ day
▫ mainstream
▫ other (please specify) ___________________________________

4. Employment setting (choose one):
▫ public school
▫ private school
▫ other (please specify) ___________________________________

5. Does your program include sign language as means of instruction?
▫ yes - > continue with question 5.1
▫ no - > continue with question 6

5.1 If you answered with “yes,” please describe briefly what form of sign language or signed communication 
is used in your program (e.g., ASL, SEE 1, SEE 2, MCE):
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________

6. What is your hearing status?
▫ hearing
▫ hard of hearing
▫ pre-lingual deaf
▫ post-lingual deaf
▫ other (please specify) ———

7. How often do you personally use any of the following means of communication at school? 
(M = mostly, O = often, S = sometimes, N = never) Multiple answers possible!

M O S N
American Sign Language (ASL) ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

sign systems (e.g., SEE) ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

fingerspelling ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

manually coded English (MCE) ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

other (please specify) ______________________________ ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

If you checked “never” for all -> continue with question 9.

Appendix
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8. How often do you personally use any of the following means of communication in other contexts (e.g., home)?
(M = mostly, O = often, S = sometimes, N = never) Multiple answers possible!

M O S N
American Sign Language (ASL) ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

sign systems (e.g., SEE) ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

fingerspelling ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

manually coded English (MCE) ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

other (please specify) ______________________________ ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

9. Which of the following statements describes best your level of sign language comprehension skills:
▫ I consider myself fluent in sign language and have no difficulties comprehending sign language in any 

kind of context.
▫ I can follow most conversations in sign language without any difficulties.
▫ I feel fairly comfortable when following a conversation in sign language but still have to ask occasionally 

to understand everything.
▫ I can understand simple sentences in sign language but need to ask frequently in order to follow a

conversation.
▫ I can understand single signs and simple sentences when they are produced slowly and repeated a 

number of times.
▫ I do not use any signs.

10. Which of the following statements describes best your level of sign language production skills:
▫ I consider myself fluent in sign language and have no difficulties actively participating in any kind of

conversation in sign language.
▫ I can participate in most conversations in sign language without any difficulties.
▫ I feel fairly comfortable when partaking in a conversation in sign language but still have to reflect 

occasionally on how to express my thoughts in sign language.
▫ I can sign simple sentences but have to reflect frequently on how to express my thoughts in sign language.
▫ I can produce single signs (slowly) and answer basic questions.
▫ I do not use any signs.

II. Sign Language Assessment of Deaf Children

11. Are deaf students’ sign language skills assessed on a regular basis at your school?
▫ yes -> continue with question 11.1
▫ no -> continue with question 12

11.1 If “yes,” what types of sign language skills are assessed (e.g., ASL, Signed English, SEE)? Please describe:
_______________________________________________________________________________________

11.2 Who assesses deaf students’ sign language skills?
▫ speech-language pathologist
▫ assessment center
▫ teacher
▫ other (please specify) ___________________________________

11.3 Which of the following strategies are used? Multiple answers possible!
▫ observation of in-class performance
▫ observation outside the classroom
▫ video recordings
▫ using own test/task (describe) ———
▫ other (please specify) ———
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12. Do you see any general problems in trying to assess deaf students’ sign language skills?
▫ yes -> continue with 12.1
▫ no -> continue with 13

12.1 If you answered “yes,” please describe these problems briefly:
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________

13. Which of the following statements best describes your value of sign language assessment? Check only one!
▫ I see it as a key element to determine the skills of individual students along with their needs and use it

consistently.
▫ I see it as a useful tool and try to integrate it on a regular basis.
▫ I believe it is meaningful but don’t have the time to do it on a regular basis.
▫ I don’t think it is very helpful but do it because of school policy.
▫ I do not consider it necessary for my work with students.

III. Attitude Toward Test Instruments to Assess Sign Language Skills

14. Which of the following aspects of communication would you consider important to be assessed in a test for sign
language skills? (HI = highly important, FI = fairly important, SI = somewhat important, NI = not important)
Multiple answers possible!

HI FI SI NI
language comprehension ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

language production ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

lexical knowledge ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

specific linguistic features (e.g., classifiers) ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

communicative competence ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

nonmanual features ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

narrative skills ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

other (please specify) ——— ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

15. How important would the following elements be for your decision to use a test for sign language assessment?
(VI = very important, SI = somewhat important, NI = not important at all, N/A= not applicable):

VI SI NI N/A
level of difficulty to administer ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

length of test ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

level of difficulty to score test ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

level of difficulty to analyze test ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

amount of training needed ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

level of linguistic expertise needed ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

16. Do you think it would be useful to have tests available to assess deaf students’ sign language skills?
▫ yes -> continue with 16.1
▫ no -> continue with 17

16.1 If “yes,” what sorts of tests (e.g., vocabulary, narrative skills)?
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________

17. What are other issues that are important to you with regard to sign language assessment?
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
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Overall, I see . . .
▫ a strong need for test instruments that are appropriate for assessment of deaf students’ sign language 

skills. Existing techniques (e.g., informal assessment, tests to assess spoken language) are not sufficient 
for this purpose.

▫ a noticeable need for test instruments that assess sign language skills in deaf children. Informal assessment
strategies can be used as supplements.

▫ no particular need for test instruments that assess sign language skills in deaf children. Available strategies
(e.g., informal assessment) work just fine.

▫ no need at all for test instruments that assess sign language skills in deaf children because my program 
does not make use of signs.

▫ other (please specify) __________________________________________________________________

End of Part A of the questionnaire. Please turn page and proceed with Part B.
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Sign Language Assessment Survey
Part B

1. Is sign language assessment administered regularly at your school?
▫ yes -> continue with question 1.1
▫ no -> continue with question 2

1.1 If “yes,” please describe the types of sign language skills that are assessed:
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________

1.2 Who is/are responsible for assessing deaf students’ sign language skills in your school?
▫ speech-language pathologist
▫ assessment center
▫ teacher
▫ other (please specify) ___________________________________

1.3 Are any of the following strategies used for assessment purposes? Multiple answers possible!
Yes No

observation of in-class performance ▫ ▫

observation outside the classroom ▫ ▫

video recordings ▫ ▫

using own test/task (describe) ____________________________ ▫ ▫

other (please specify) ___________________________________ ▫ ▫

2. Are there any problems that you associate in general with successful assessment of deaf students’ 
sign language skills?
▫ yes -> continue with 2.1
▫ no -> continue with 3

2.1 If you answered “yes,” please explain why:
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________

3. Select from the following statements the one that best expresses your perspective on sign 
language assessment:
▫ I see it as a key element to determine the skills of individual students along with their needs and 

use it consistently.
▫ I see it as a useful tool and try to integrate it on a regular basis.
▫ I believe it is meaningful but don’t have the time to do it on a regular basis.
▫ I don’t think it is very helpful but do it because of school policy.
▫ I do not consider it necessary for my work with students.

4. How important would you consider the following grammatical features to be evaluated in a test of deaf sign
language skills? (HI = highly important, FI = fairly important, SI = somewhat important, NI = not important)
Multiple answers possible!

HI FI SI NI
language comprehension ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

language production ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

lexical knowledge ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

specific linguistic features (e.g., classifiers) ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

communicative competence ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

nonmanual features ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

narrative skills ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

other (please specify) ____________________________ ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫
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5. If you were to consider the use of an assessment test for sign language skills, what role would the following
issues play in your decision? (VI = very important, SI = somewhat important, NI = not important at all, 
N/A = not applicable):

VI SI NI N/A
level of difficulty to administer ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

length of test ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

level of difficulty to score test ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

level of difficulty to analyze test ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

amount of training needed ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

level of linguistic expertise needed ▫ ▫ ▫ ▫

6. Would you consider it helpful to have access to tests that assess deaf students’ sign language skills?
▫ yes -> continue with 6.1
▫ no -> continue with 7

6. 1 If “yes,” please specify what kinds of tests (e.g., vocabulary, narrative skills).
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________

7. Are there any additional issues regarding sign language assessment that are important to you? 
Please describe:
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________

8. Which of the following statements about sign language assessment best describes your own perspective?
“Overall, I see . . .”
▫ a strong need for test instruments that are appropriate for assessment of deaf students’ sign language skills.

Existing techniques (e.g., informal assessment) are not sufficient for this purpose.
▫ a noticeable need for test instruments that assess sign language skills in deaf children. Informal assessment

strategies can be used as supplement.
▫ no particular need for test instruments that assess sign language skills in deaf children. Available strategies

(e.g., informal assessment) work just fine.
▫ no need at all for test instruments that assess sign language skills in deaf children because my program does

not make use of signs.
▫ other (please specify) ____________________________

End of Part B.
Thank you for taking the time to answer this questionnaire. 

Your participation is greatly appreciated!
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