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Foreword

While writing a book on children with specific language impairment (SLI), 
I once stated that the prevalence of this disorder should be approximately 7% 
in children who are acquiring a sign language. This estimate was based on 
the fact that the prevalence figure for hearing children with SLI – the only 
children with SLI studied at that point – was 7.4%. Although the sentence 
flowed easily from my fingertips to the keyboard at the time, I realized only 
later that I was making an important assumption in offering the 7% esti-
mate. My statement assumed that the cause of SLI is unrelated to auditory 
perception, even though some accounts prominent in the literature at the 
time argued to the contrary. I still believe that deficits in auditory perception 
are not a principal cause of SLI. But what if such deficits account for some 
smaller proportion of cases of SLI? The implications are twofold: first, of 
course, it might mean that the prevalence of this disorder is not 7% in chil-
dren acquiring sign language, as auditory perception is unlikely to serve as a 
factor in these cases. Less obviously, it suggests that, in the sign language 
learning population, too, there may be modality-specific sources of language 
impairment, just as auditory perception problems might cause SLI in a select 
number of hearing children. These are important questions, and the current 
volume provides a wonderful start in trying to answer them.

Of course, the issue is not limited to SLI. It applies to other communica-
tion disorders as well. For each of several communication disorders, there 
may be common neurological, motor and linguistic processes that are respon-
sible for the deficit in speaking and signing individuals alike. However, there 
may well be processes more affected by limitations in one modality than the 
other. It will be important for researchers to discover the proper mix, for this 
will not only benefit individuals having difficulty with sign language but 
will also provide scientists with a deeper understanding of the communica-
tion disorders themselves. The diversity of communication disorders covered 
in this volume will give readers an excellent appreciation for how these fac-
tors may interact.

My original comment about the prevalence of SLI in the signing popula-
tion also glossed over the logistical challenges in pursuing such a question. 



In my previous writings on the obstacles in diagnosing SLI in children acquir-
ing very diverse spoken languages, I have pointed out how the culture sur-
rounding the child must be the first consideration. Diagnosis depends not 
only on a child’s relative standing among peers but also on whether members 
of the child’s society view the symptoms as problematic. Competent indi-
viduals and proper tools for assessing the condition are also critical. A strong 
sense of what the typical child can say or understand at each age is also of 
the utmost importance. It is probably clear that these observations can apply 
equally well if we replace ‘diagnosing SLI in children acquiring diverse 
spoken languages’ with ‘diagnosing a communication disorder in sign lan-
guage users’. The issues are similar, including the need to develop norms on 
the language milestones of children who are developing sign language in 
typical fashion.

I am pleased to see that all of these considerations – and many more – are 
discussed in the present volume. The authors provide many insights into the 
complexities of communication disorders in the signing population, and their 
contributions reveal a level of sophistication that is quite remarkable for such 
a young field of study. This is a ground-breaking volume and I have learned 
much from reading it.

Laurence B. Leonard
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Preface

This book is intended to serve as a resource for language and development 
researchers, students who are learning about language and development, 
and school professionals (e.g. speech and language therapists, school psy-
chologists, teachers) who are interested in a signed language user’s linguistic 
and cognitive abilities. Research on users of signed language is not new, yet 
there exist many questions about atypicality with respect to production and 
comprehension of signed language – for children and adults. This collection 
brings together work on various aspects of signed language, and it considers 
various profiles of a signed language user: deaf and/or hard of hearing, hear-
ing, childhood, adolescent, adult, geriatric, cognitively intact and impaired, 
and motorically typical and impaired. The work that is represented in this 
book spans multiple research labs (including various countries and signed 
languages), and it approaches language and communication from a variety 
of theoretical frameworks. Yet, the various works are united by a central 
theme of aiming to understand the language and development of signed 
language users throughout their lifespan, whereby gaining a wealth of 
knowledge about signed language structure, processing, acquisition, and use 
by bilinguals.

The book is divided into several parts, which contain writings by estab-
lished researchers in their fields and junior investigators who are breaking 
ground in areas of inquiry that have received little attention over the years. 
Part 1 covers developmental language disorders and Part 2 addresses fluency 
disorders, neurogenics and acquired communication disorders. Both of these 
first parts focus on deaf and hard of hearing users of signed language. As a 
complement to the first two parts of the book, Part 3 presents the case of 
hearing children who are raised in signing households. Together, the three 
parts cover much ground with respect to common populations of signed 
language users throughout the world.

The book is both multilingual from the points of view of covering differ-
ent signed languages and also recognizing that signed language users are 
typically bilingual. Data from different signed languages (American Sign 
Language, British Sign Language, Sign Language of the Netherlands) are 




