
Transforming the expression of 
collective memory in sign language
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Introducing sign language cradles

Challenges in the 21st Century 2



Massive Open Online Course
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Demo Video 1
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Video demonstration #1
MOOC clip on Language Varieties

Note: May need transcript while showing video

Note: Scrolling transcript on MOOC lecture platform
• While the video is playing, the scrolling transcript on the right 

would follow the signing lecture content and captions.
• One may click other places in the scrolling transcript to review 

another segment in the lecture. 5



Roadmap for designing the curriculum

① MOOC as a transformation for dissemination
② Challenge of sustaining collective memory
③ Translanguaging in the visual modality
④ Getting students on the same page
⑤ MOOC enrollment & performance
⑥ Future plans
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Cradles of Sign Language in America

Laurent Clerc

Thomas Hopkins 
Gallaudet 7



Emergence of Black ASL in late 19th century

Credit to www.rit.edu/ntid/educationalmaterials/heart-deaf-culture-interactive-website 8

http://www.rit.edu/ntid/educationalmaterials/heart-deaf-culture-interactive-website


Sign language as a viable solution

Abbe de l’Epee
established
the Paris school
in 1760 9



Bilingual and literary infrastructure

First
national
convention
in 1880
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Language cradles & collective memories

Yet no stewardship plan for sustaining our collective memory
11



One of many transformations over time

With particular goal for disseminating knowledge…

• To reframe collective memory in regard to the 
nature of human language & culture

In fact, researchers now question whether gesture is 
a precursor of spoken languages, too.
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Roadmap for the S•L•C

1) The roadmap should encompass both sides of 
the modern epistemological dichotomy 

• Gesture  ≠  Sign Language

1) New design for curriculum that is compatible 
with this underlying assumption: 

• Sign Language 
is a natural language with gestural roots 13



Revisiting the human capacity for gesture

Natural  
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Human Brain
LH               RH
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Demo Video 2
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Epistemology of the non-signer

Natural  
Gesture 
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Imagistic 
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Natural  
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Natural  
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Modern epistemological dichotomy 

Non-signer’s mind Signer’s mind

?

RH
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How the MOOC addresses dilemmas 
faced by sign language users & learners

The Confusions of Tongues 
Gustave Doré – 1865  

Non-signer’s mind Signer’s mind

?

RH                                   LH

“Each on a different page”
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Contextualizing the “Tower of Babel” in our society

The Confusions of Tongues 
Gustave Doré – 1865  
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Translanguaging in the visual modality

Structured
Depiction

Written
Texts

Sign
Language

Modern Multilingual community
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Extending to international contacts

World 
Congress
of the Deaf
in 1889
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Oratory traditions initiated in France

Promoting 
literature in 
sign 
language
through the
19th century

22



Who’s Who in the Gallaudet Lecture Films
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Background information on signers in NAD films

Second Generation Third Generation Fourth Generation

E. A. Fay (H), Gallaudet College J. Cloud (D), Missouri Mary Erd (D), Michigan

J. B. Hotchkiss (D), Gallaudet College G. Dougherty (D), Illinois W. E. Marshall (D), Washington, DC

E. M. Gallaudet (H), Gallaudet College G. Draper (D), Gallaudet College

T. H. Fox (D), New York

W. Hubbard (D), Michigan

R. McGregor (D), Ohio

G. W. Veditz (D), Colorado

Second Generation Third Generation Fourth Generation
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Historical Sign Language Database

• This searchable database provides a complete transcript 
of each film, with individual sign tokens listed for easier 
viewing.

• Instructions for using the HSLDB are included in the 
coursework, but there are also guides for how to 
navigate, read, and understand the database at the 
bottom of the home page. 

http://hsldb.georgetown.edu
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http://hsldb.georgetown.edu/


HSLDB.georgetown.eduMaking historical sign language materials accessible
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What significant results were achieved?

• 12,000 students from 160 countries worldwide visited the site.
• 1,200 students worked through the first module of lectures, 

homework, and quizzes.

• 250 students completed the entire sequence of four modules 
and received verified edX certificates.

How are learners doing on the homework/quiz?

Module:

Module 1

Module 2              Module 3             Module 4
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Contributors

English text editors:
Betsy Hicks McDonald
Elissa Newport

Language models:
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