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Talk with your Hands: An Exploration of Communication  
through Sign Language

Allie Beam

The GWRJ has published many articles about 
translingualism, but all of these are in reference to verbal 
languages. However, sign language interpretation is, in 
fact, a translingual experience. I am a member of Deaf 
Redbirds Association here on campus, and I was privileged 
to get to interpret in sign language with the association 
at the homecoming football game this year. The topic of 
translingualism and genre with sign language interpretation 
is extremely important because when discussing 
these communication topics, sign language is typically 
overlooked. In this article, I relate this topic to terms such 
as multimodality, translingual writing, and CHAT. Though I 
am not proficient in ASL or any other type of sign language, 
I am engaging in this experience daily through the learning 
process. I hope that this article is informative to others and 
adds to the corpus of the Journal due to its unique take on 
a traditional topic.

Research and Analysis

Communication, as a whole, is something I have always been passionate 
about. As a high school student, I was a member of  a competitive speech 
and debate team where I was able to compete at the national tournament 
twice. I was also privileged enough to give a TEDx talk in October of  2018. I 
love public speaking. Because of  this, I am now a coach for my high school’s 
speech and debate team, and I have recently changed my college plans in 
order to pursue a degree in communication sciences and disorders so that I 
can better understand language and communication as a whole. 

When many people think about the word communication, public speaking 
and conversation are often things that come to mind. What is interesting 
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about communication, however, is that it takes many forms. In fact, the word 
communication� Q[�LMÅVML�Ja�5MZZQIU�?MJ[\MZ�,QK\QWVIZa�I[��¹QVNWZUI\QWV�
communicated : information transmitted or conveyed” (“Communication”). 
This shows us that the sharing of  information is the key factor when 
determining what we deem to be communication. It absolutely does not have 
to be verbal to be considered communication.

Learning sign language has been incredibly impactful in my life. As a 
member of  Deaf  Redbirds Association, I practice my skills once or twice 
a week. I hope to continue growing in these skills throughout my life. Sign 
language is a clear example of  a transfer of  information that does not take 
place by verbal means. 

The connection may seem obvious, but I was surprised at how much 
IV�]VLMZ[\IVLQVO�WN �TIVO]IOM�IVL�KWUU]VQKI\QWV�PMTXML�UM�QV�Ua�MٺWZ\[�
to learn American Sign Language (ASL). Upon entering college, cultural-
historical activity theory (CHAT) helped me think about sign language in 
I�KWUXTM\MTa�LQٺMZMV\�_Ia��<PM�1TTQVWQ[�;\I\M�?ZQ\QVO�8ZWOZIU�M`XTIQV[�\PM�
purpose of  cultural-historical activity theory by saying, “In our program, we 
use CHAT to help us think about and study the complex genres that we 
encounter in the world.” Through the terms associated with ISU’s CHAT, 
we can think more critically about the genre of  sign language as well as 
communication as a whole. The Illinois State Writing Program describes a 
genre as “a kind of  production that it is possible to identify by understanding 
the conventions or features that make that production recognizable.” 
)XXTaQVO�\PQ[�LMÅVQ\QWV��Q\�JMKWUM[�IXXIZMV\�\PI\�[QOV�TIVO]IOM�Q[�I�OMVZM�
and thus can be analyzed under CHAT. As we explore this form of  nonverbal 
communication, we can better understand the communication events that 
take place in our everyday interactions.

This article is dedicated to members of  the d/Deaf  and hard-of-hearing 
communities as well as sign language interpreters and educators who engage 
in these communication activities every day. It is extremely important to 
write about sign language and sign language interpretation because these 
forms of  communication are essential within our world and within our 
communities. This article is intended to shed light on these valuable methods 
of  communication that are so often overlooked when communication 
is discussed within hearing communities. This article is also intended to 
inform and inspire hearing members of  our society to learn more about the 
genres of  sign language and sign language interpretation in order to further 
understand the role communication plays in their everyday lives.
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Exploring Sign Language

The summer after I graduated high school, I set out to do something I 
had always wanted to do: learn sign language. I wasn’t sure how to start 
this process, so I reached out to a teacher from my high school who taught 
an ASL independent study during the school year. She was kind enough to 
let me use the textbook that she uses during the year. She told me I could 
borrow it for the whole summer as long as I gave it back by the start of  the 
semester. I got to work right away. I tried to do a lesson per day, but that 
didn’t end up working out long-term because each lesson took about an hour 
and a half. The lessons would consist of  about twenty vocab terms to learn, 
[WUM�\ZQKS[�\W�ZMUMUJMZ�\PMU��IVL�\PMV�ÅVITTa�[MV\MVKM[�UILM�]X�WN �ITT�\PM�
words I had learned. 

Throughout the above, I demonstrated both the processes of  content 
research and primary research. According to the Illinois State Writing 
Program, “Content Research is any kind of  research a person (or group) might 
do to gain knowledge they plan to use in some kind of  production.” My 
content research came primarily from watching videos on YouTube, reading 
articles online about the various forms of  sign language, and reading the 
TM[[WV[�QV�Ua�\M`\JWWS��<PZW]OP�\PM[M�ZM[MIZKP�\MKPVQY]M[�_M�KIV�JMOQV�\W�
understand communication on a more wholistic level.

While learning, the sentences in the book were the hardest part because 
QV�)UMZQKIV�;QOV�4IVO]IOM��\PM�[MV\MVKM�[aV\I`�Q[�LQٺMZMV\�\PIV�\PI\�WN �
spoken English. This was something about sign language that I had not 
SVW_V�]XWV�[\IZ\QVO��)[�I� ZM[]T\�WN � \PQ[�LQٺMZMVKM�� \PM�JWWS�_W]TL�ÅZ[\�
“gloss” the sentences, prior to asking you to sign them. Gloss�Q[�LMÅVML�QV�
the journal American Annuals for the Deaf  I[� ¹_ZQ\\MV� MY]Q^ITMV\[� WN �);4�
sentences” (Buisson 331). When analyzing this within the realm of  CHAT, 
it becomes clear that glossing is a form of  translingual writing or writing 
across languages. 

When interpreting a song in American Sign Language, for example, 
it is important to gloss the song before attempting to sign it so you are 
aware of  the correct order of  signs and word translations. ASL is created 
for understanding and, as a result, eliminates many synonyms that are 
NZMY]MV\ML� QV� [XWSMV�-VOTQ[P�� 1VLQ^QL]IT[�_Q\P�I� TW\�WN � M`XMZQMVKM�UIa�
be able to skip glossing as an intermediate step or gloss in their heads, but 
[WUMWVM�TQSM�UM��_PW�PI[�VW\�JMMV�[QOVQVO�NWZ�^MZa�TWVO��[PW]TL�LMÅVQ\MTa�
engage in this translingual writing activity to ensure that their translation is 
as correct as possible. Likewise, for an individual who learned ASL as their 
ÅZ[\�TIVO]IOM��ITT�_ZQ\QVO�_Q\P�-VOTQ[P�[aV\I`�Q[��Ja�LMÅVQ\QWV��I�\ZIV[TQVO]IT�
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IK\Q^Q\a��*MKI][M�\PM�[aV\I`�Q[�LQٺMZMV\�QV�);4��ZMILQVO�WZ�[XMISQVO�QV�-VOTQ[P�
_W]TL�ZMY]QZM�IV� QVLQ^QL]IT�_PW� TMIZVML�);4�\W�OM\�][ML� \W�I�LQٺMZMV\�
grammatical structure. This would be a translingual activity, because the 
individual is going between the grammar structures of  the two languages.

I was struggling to fully grasp this new sentence syntax, so I decided to 
do some more research by reaching out to my good friend’s mother, who 
is a sign language interpreter. In the article “The ESL Language Barrier: 
The Written Word vs. the Spoken Word” it states that primary research is 
“research you conduct on your own” (Abdelnour 56). The author goes on to 
demonstrate that this research is often interpersonal. By reaching out to my 
friend’s mom, I was conducting primary research. 

When doing this research, my friend’s mom recommended a YouTuber 
to me. This YouTuber posts ASL lessons and has specific videos about 
sentence structure. I was also informed about another type of  sign language 
called Pidgin Signed English or just Signed English. This dialect of  sign 
language is also used in the United States. Signed English is not a distinct 
language like American Sign Language; it is a combination of  English and 
ASL. The main distinguishing factor is that PSE uses a similar sentence 
structure to spoken English. My friend’s mom told me that if  I was just 
seeking to communicate, PSE might be an easier place to start. I decided, 
]XWV�ZMÆMK\QWV��\W�KWV\QV]M�_WZSQVO�WV�TMIZVQVO�\PM�);4�[MV\MVKM�[\Z]K\]ZM�
with the videos, but I was excited to learn more about both dialects.

I planned to attend Illinois State University in the fall but was 
disappointed to learn that I would not be able to take a formal ASL class 
because I am not a special education major. I was looking for ways to 
continue growing in my skills when I found an article online about a student 
at Illinois State who was advocating for the integration of  ASL in the 
classroom. I reached out to him, and he was excited to talk to me about my 
Y]M[\�\W�TMIZV�);4��0M�ZMKWUUMVLML�\PI\�1�I\\MVL�[QOV�TIVO]IOM�XZIK\QKM[�
that take place twice a week through Deaf  Redbirds Association. This is 
an example of  how socialization can pave the way for greater learning 
and understanding within research or when exploring a genre. The Illinois 
State Writing Program explains that, “socialization describes the interactions 
of  people and institutions as they produce, distribute, and use texts. When 
people engage with texts, they are also (consciously and unconsciously) 
MVOIOML�QV�\PM�XZIK\QKM�WN �ZMXZM[MV\QVO�IVL�\ZIV[NWZUQVO�LQٺMZMV\�SQVL[�WN �
social and cultural practices.” Through socialization in the Deaf  Redbirds 
Association, I was able to have the activities necessary to shape my knowledge 
of  sign language.
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When the school year started, I began going to Deaf  Redbirds 
Association (DRA) practices in order to learn more. They asked all of  us 
I\�\PM�ÅZ[\�UMM\QVO�QN �_M�_IV\ML�\W�QV\MZXZM\�NWZ�\PM�PWUMKWUQVO�NWW\JITT�
game. I was apprehensive because I didn’t feel like I knew enough to 
interpret anything. This is an example of  how reception depends heavily 
on the individual who is taking in the knowledge. The Illinois State Writing 
Program states that, “Reception deals with how a text is taken up and used 
by others.” For me, when I received the knowledge that I could interpret, my 
ZMIK\QWV�_I[�VMZ^W][VM[[��J]\�W\PMZ[�UQOP\�JM�KWVÆQK\ML�WZ�M`KQ\ML�

5a�IXXZMPMV[QWV�MVLML�Y]QKSTa�� I[� \PMa�I[[]ZML�UM� \PI\�_M�_W]TL�
practice a lot and that I would be ready for the game. With that assurance, 
I signed up. Every week we would practice learning and signing the Illinois 
;\I\M�)TUI�5I\MZ�� \PM�ÅOP\� [WVO�� \PM�VI\QWVIT�IV\PMU��IVL�¹/WL�*TM[[�
America.” All of  these songs are played by the band during their pregame 
performance.

During the practices with Deaf  Redbirds Association, we learned from 
a PowerPoint with the words to all of  our songs written in both English and 
);4�/TW[[��?M�XZIK\QKML�[TW_Ta�I\�ÅZ[\��J]\�M^MV\]ITTa�_M�_MZM�IJTM�\W�OM\�
to the point where we could practice with a recording of  the marching band 
playing the songs. One of  the hardest parts for me was remembering the 
gloss instead of  the words that I had become so used to singing throughout 
my lifetime. In this struggle, I was experiencing the concept of  a low-road 
transfer. D.N. Perkins and Gavriel Salomon explain this term in their 
IZ\QKTM�¹<MIKPQVO�NWZ�<ZIV[NMZ�º�<PMa�[Ia�\PI\� TW_�ZWIL�\ZIV[NMZ�¹ZMÆMK\[�
the automatic triggering of  well-practiced routines in circumstances where 
there is considerable perceptual similarity to the original learning context” 
(5). In this experience, the spoken English grammar was triggered because it 
Q[�I�_MTT�XZIK\QKML�ZW]\QVM��*MKI][M�WN �\PQ[��Q\�_I[�LQٻK]T\�\W�ZM\ZIQV�Ua[MTN �
to think in terms of  the gloss as opposed to the grammar structure I had 
become used to.

During the same timeframe, I continued doing a ton of  primary research. 
Whenever I was unsure of  a sign or the correct order of  signs I would either 
ask a friend of  mine or I would ask a member of  the DRA board. Through 
my participation in Deaf  Redbirds Association, I learned that there is even 
more to sign language than I had ever thought. I learned a lot of  new signs 
from the songs we were interpreting. Additionally, I learned about SEE and 
cued speech, which are other forms of  sign language that are used in the 
United States. I learned about these from members of  the group who were 
learning about them in their sign language classes. Because I wanted to learn 
more, I decided to further my knowledge by doing some content research on 
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the topics. I found out a lot from this. I learned, in short, that SEE or Signed 
Exact English, is a system where every English word is given a sign and the 
structure can be directly taken from a spoken English sentence. This was 
interesting to me, but I was more intrigued by the research I did regarding 
K]ML�[XMMKP��<PQ[�Q[�[WUM\PQVO�\PI\�1�_I[�[XMKQÅKITTa�NI[KQVI\ML�_Q\P�JMKI][M�
I had heard through my primary research that cued speech is one of  the 
ways d/Deaf  individuals can learn how to speak verbally. As a future speech-
language pathologist, this was something I really wanted to learn about. 
Through further content research, I learned that cued speech is based on 
phonetics and helps to supplement lip reading.

The Multimodality of Sign Language

Over the next few months, I attempted to learn some cued speech from a 
chart I found online. I found it easier than learning American Sign Language 
because the signs and placements for cued speech represent the eleven 
sounds that are used to construct the English language. It doesn’t take nearly 
as long to learn cued speech as it does to learn American Sign Language. 
Each sign in cued speech represents a sound. It is a completely phonetic form 
of  sign language, so once you have memorized the signs and placements 
that represent each sound, it is all about speeding it up. This experience and 
form of  speech is an example of  multimodality. This is explained by the 
Illinois State Writing Program as, “ALL of  the modes that humans can use 
to communicate.” They include that this can include communication that 
is symbolic, oral, aural, visual, or alphabetic. Clearly, cued speech is a form 
of  multimodal composing as it combines oral communication with visual 
communication. It, like other multimodal communication methods, allows 
for a more whole and complete understanding of  the texts. Whether or not 
communication is related to sign language, an exploration of  multimodality 
can help form deeper understanding of  communication, as all text is 
communicated across a multitude of  modes.

I was beyond excited to sign at the homecoming football game. We 
had two practices the week leading up to the performance. These practices 
were scheduled to make sure we knew the signs and were prepared for the 
game. On Friday night, we rehearsed again, but this time it was with Big 
Red Marching Machine, the marching band on campus. For this rehearsal, 
we stood on our yard lines and practiced the whole pregame along with the 
band, color guard, and dance team. It was really fun to see everything come 
together. We were able to truly appreciate what we had been working toward.
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The next day was homecoming. It was a very cold and rainy day, but 
we were determined to make the best of  it. The day started early with the 
homecoming parade which we were marching in. As we marched, we passed 
W]\�KIVLa�IVL�[QOVML�\PM�ÅOP\�[WVO��)N\MZ�\PI\��_M�_MV\�\W�\PM�,MXIZ\UMV\�
of  Education’s tailgate tent, where we had been invited. Then, we were 
QV^Q\ML�\W�\PM�8ZM[QLMV\¼[�\MV\�\W�QV\MZXZM\�\PM�ÅOP\�[WVO�NWZ�\PM�XMWXTM�QV^Q\ML�
to that tailgate. It had already been a full day, but we still had one more thing 
to do: interpret at the football game.

Walking into the stadium, I was very nervous. This deals with my 
reception of  this event. I didn’t want to mess up and do a disservice to those 
who were counting on my interpretation to be correct, so my reception of  
this caused me to approach it very nervously. I knew, however, that because 
I was not the only interpreter, I would be okay. I was excited to go for it. 
Because of  the rain, there were not very many people in the stands. This was 
]X[M\\QVO��J]\�I[�*QO�:ML�5IZKPQVO�5IKPQVM�\WWS�\PM�ÅMTL��1�_I[�M`KQ\ML�
\W�[QOV�WV�\PM�ÅMTL�IVL�PI^M�I�OWWL�\QUM��1\�MVLML�]X�JMQVO�I�ZMITTa�N]V�
experience. I successfully interpreted the pregame performance and had a 
great time doing it.

Afterward, I was soaking wet from the rain but happy that I had gotten 
the privilege of  interpreting at the game. Within CHAT, ecology plays a 
large role in the context of  the text as well as the shaping of  the text itself. 
On this day, the actual weather played an important part in the outcome of  
the day. The rain caused there to be fewer people in the stands but allowed 
for an exciting day that no one was expecting and a day I will likely never 
forget.

I continue to learn and grow in my sign language skills every day, and I 
hope to continue growing my knowledge through the rest of  my life. This is 
something that matters so much in our everyday world. I strongly believe that 
ASL ought to be integrated into public schools. It is something that everyone 
should have some knowledge of, even if  that just means conversationally. 
Learning sign language opens us up to a greater understanding of  
communication in every aspect of  our lives.

As I have demonstrated, this concept extends far beyond the English 
101 classroom. Through becoming educated on sign language, we can learn 
so much about not only the English language but also about communication 
as a whole. Exploring sign language through PCHAT can help us to really 
understand the context through which we communicate, no matter the 
mode of  communication. All language and texts are a part of  a culture 
and have a very rich history. The exploration of  this helps us to grow in our 
understanding of  communication, no matter the uptake of  the language.
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In addition to this, my exploration of  language allowed for the 
opportunity to conduct important content and primary research. The 
SVW_TMLOM�OIQVML�\PZW]OP�\PM[M�XZWKM[[M[�_I[�M[[MV\QIT�QV�Ua�Y]M[\�\W�TMIZV�
more about sign language as a whole. I was able to continue my learning 
process because of  the knowledge I gained from conducting research. This, 
then, gave me a fuller and more complete understanding of  communication, 
which will serve me well throughout my time in college and within my future 
career.

As human beings, we rely on communication on a daily basis. This is a 
KWVKMX\�\PI\�PWTL[�OZMI\�[QOVQÅKIVKM�ZMOIZLTM[[�WN �\QUM�XMZQWL��K]T\]ZM��WZ�
identity. It is something that connects us all. No matter how we communicate, 
we are bonded through our shared emphasis on communication. Because of  
\PM�[QOVQÅKIVKM�WN �\PQ[�[MMUQVOTa�[QUXTM�KWVKMX\�QV�W]Z�_WZTL��Q\�Q[�M`\ZMUMTa�
important to explore the methods by which we communicate, so we can 
learn more about ourselves and the world around us. Through exploration 
of  sign language, I sincerely hope that you have been impacted by the 
[QOVQÅKIVKM�WN �\PM�QVNWZUI\QWV�XZM[MV\ML�IVL�QV[XQZML�\W�TMIZV�UWZM�IJW]\�
human communication as a whole. Learning and exploring sign language 
is a translingual activity. This movement between languages is essential for 
humans to communicate with each other. Communicating with other people 
is often taken for granted, but the exploration of  translingual activity can 
help us to connect further. The process of  communication is something 
that we must all continue to explore in order to connect with more of  those 
around us every day. 
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Allie Beam is a nineteen-year-old student who is working to inspire 
change within her community. Throughout her life, public speaking has 
always been of extreme importance. As a communication sciences 
and disorders major, she is preparing to work as a speech-language 
pathologist with the hopes of helping others find their voice. Beam’s 
highest priority is working towards change within her community. Beam 
was one of four students asked to speak on behalf of University High 
School at the March for Our Lives. She used this opportunity to express 
the opinions of many students feeling unsafe in their schools after the 
shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School. Beam has since 
cofounded a group called BN Youth Activists and gave a TEDx talk in October of 2018 on the topic of 
youth activism. Through these actions, Beam aspires to speak out through her writing with the hopes of 
positively impacting the future.
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