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Language Vitality

A language with strong vitality (survival 
prospects) is used

– by many people

– in the home and in many other domains 

– to talk about most, if not all, topics

– by all generations (children!)



Structural Factors in Ethnolinguistic Vitality

STATUS DEMOGRAPHY INSTITUTIONAL 
SUPPORT



Objective Vitality

Number of speakers & 
distribution

Institutional support

Subjective vitality

Attitude to using own language

Perceived strength of lang identity

Relations with majority group



2014 - a father’s 

response to census 
stats on NZSL, & why 
his family doesn’t sign

“The reality is, it’s 
probably not 
really a living 

language” 



two !critical! factors

Community size (number & 

distribution of speakers)

Inter-generational transmission 
(children using the language)



UNESCO levels of endangerment  -
factor 1: inter-generational transmission

Source: http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0018/001836/183699E.pdf



UNESCO factor 3: proportion of reference 
population who use the language

Source: http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0018/001836/183699E.pdf



Linguistic Vitality & Diversity of Sign 
Languages (UNESCO survey) 2011 -14
• Urban & Village SLs face threats, but SLs were not 

included in UNESCO endangerment data

• International Institute for Sign Languages & Deaf 
Studies, UCL (Ulrike Zeshan) collaborated with 
WFD expert committee on SL, & researchers to:

– adapt UNESCO LVE survey for assessing SLs

– “map & monitor” vitality of SLs worldwide

– raise awareness among communities and policy 
makers about protecting SL diversity

(Safar & Webster 2014; iSLanDS )



UNESCO LVE survey adapted for SLs at 
iSLanDS, UCL, 2011: Example results 

Level of 
endangerment

Examples

Safe 5 (None)

Vulnerable/Unsafe 4 Austria, Brazil, Denmark

Definitely endangered 3 Kata Kolok, EthiopianSL

Severely endangered 2 Fin-SSL, ChicanSL(Mexico) 

Critically endangered 1 Mardin (Turkey), InuitSL

Extinct 0

(reported in Safar & Webster 2014)



Language Endangerment entails

• Language Shift (to a majority language)

• Loss of language complexity – simplification of 
grammar (morphology), loss of vocabulary

• Social impacts: weakening of 
– cultural capital/knowledge encoded in that language
– identity and cohesion of community
– political rights based on minority language status

(See Austin & Sallabank 2011)



Expanded Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale (EGIDS) -
adapted for SLs by Bickford, Lewis & Simons 2014



Seeking evidence of Vitality of NZSL 
(2013)

Policy,

Attitudes

Child 
acquisition

Language 
documentation, 

resources

NZSL 
teaching 

Number 
of signers

Domains 
of use

Seeking evidence about NZSL vitality



Data sources

• Statistics (objective)

– Census data

– Schools: child NZSL users

– Deaf org membership

• Govt agency websites

• Human Rights 
Commission report on 
NZSL

• Surveys (subjective)

– NZSL community (online, 
F2F)

– Parents of deaf children 
(online)

• Interviews (subj)

– Parents of deaf children

– Deaf youth 

– Hearing NZSL learners



What is the Reference Population?

“all people who may be expected to use a particular language 
according to their ethnicity, heritage, culture, history, geography” 

For a SL, the Reference Population includes: 

1. All deaf people, of all ages (not late deafened)
2. Hearing family members – as culturally relevant
3. Hearing signers who use SL regularly –

professionals, friends, associates of deaf

(iSLanDS adapted UNESCO  Survey)



25% drop 
2001 – 2013 

20,235 

24,087

27,285



Census: NZSL use by Age Group
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Deaf organisation numbers

10 local Deaf Clubs – total
membership

843 (some hearing)
most clubs decreasing

National interpreting service  -
registered Deaf users

1400

Deaf Aotearoa NZ (Association) 2000 (mailing list)

NZ Deaf Sports Federation 155 (cf. 300  in 1999)

These numbers represent a portion of NZSL community, but even if  one-third > 
still indicate a very small number compared to census stats.



“about 200 Deaf club 
members, but we think the 
actual number of Deaf  in 
Christchurch is around 700” “the 400 members are only 

about one-fifth of the Deaf 
people in the larger 
Auckland area”

Perception vs. Records

Deaf organisation membership numbers represent a portion of NZSL community, 
but even if  multiplied, indicate a small number compared to census stats.

Deaf Club 
Presidents said:



USE OF NZSL BY CHILDREN



Deaf NZSL users in mainstream schools: 
difficult to get data! 

Source: KDEC & VADEC 2014

60, 
7%

100, 11%

715, 82%

NZSL

Signing + oral

Speech only

Total signing
=  160



Deaf children’s communication modes
(Parent survey, n = 112)

	

Speaking	
51%	Speaking,	

with	gestures		
24%	

signing	with	
speaking	
12%	

signing		
10%	

bilingual	-	can	
communicate	
in	spoken	
English	and	

NZSL	
3%	

25% or 
less use 

SL



“there’s not much 
support for parents like 
us … it’s difficult to get 
resources and support. 
It’s just an ongoing 
battle for us to try and 
learn a language that 
we don’t know, to teach 
our child a language.”

Hearing mother of deaf 2 year old, 2013
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SUBJECTIVE VITALITY: 
DEAF COMMUNITY PERCEPTIONS



Survey of Deaf Community 
n = 254 (12 % non-deaf)

66%

22%

2%
10%

Language use: I express myself best in 

NZSL

Sign+speak mixed

TC

Speaking



Where do you use NZSL in your 
daily life? (with or without interpreter)
Answer   

 
% 

At Deaf club and Deaf 

community events 
  
 

86% 

Visiting people   
 

64% 

At home   
 

60% 

At work   
 

53% 
At a service place (e.g. 

hospital, doctor, WINZ 

interview, legal) 

  
 

41% 

VRS - phone relay calls   
 

37% 

At School / university / 

study 
  
 

34% 

Sports - playing, or 

watching 
  
 

28% 

To communicate with 
staff in shops, bars, 

restaurants etc. 

  
 

24% 

In church / religious 
activities 

  
 

21% 

At the marae   
 

10% 

 



Do you use NZSL for online video chat? 

Have you seen information in NZSL on public websites? 

(Higher use by younger age groups) 



Yes attitude + access

Yes - attitudes , 
24%

Yes - attitudes + 
access, 28%

No , 48%

Has the NZSL Act made any difference to you?

Yes - attitudes Yes - attitudes + access No



“How good is deaf children's access to 
NZSL in mainstream schools - for learning 
and social communication?”



“In 30 years, the NZSL community will be…”



“Future threats & issues for NZSL?” 

• Lack of NZSL awareness in society

• Power of medical model in decisions
Attitudes

• Lack of resources, infrastructure to promote  NZSL

• Not enough provision of interpreters, info in NZSL
Resources & access

• Mainstreaming – poor NZSL access, no deaf peers

• Low quality of bilingual educ; low attainment

• Hearing control of policy & practice
Education system

• Linked with oralism – no SL, late SL, SSE

• Gap btwn families & D. community, & btwn deaf
Cochlear implants

• Deaf organisations – shrinking, ageing, leadership

• Technology - less face-to-face SL interaction
Social networks



Subjective 
vitality

Objective 
vitality

EGIDS level 6b Threatened: “ The language 
is used for-face-to-face communication 
within all generations but it is losing users”     



EVIDENCE OF RESILIENCE IN NZSL 
COMMUNITY

Good news section



Institutional support



• “First Signs provides families with deaf and hard of 
hearing children with real opportunities to include 
NZSL as an additional language in their home 

• … eligibility is not based on an audiogram, use of 
assistive listening devices or home language. Our 
service is about connecting families to a language that 
is accessible to all children”

(Government funded, Deaf-run
See: http://www.deaf.org.nz/services/first-signs) 

http://www.deaf.org.nz/services/first-signs


Bottom-up language promotion & 
community development

www.teachsign.org.nz





Outreach to diverse 
& younger deaf 
identities. Sport 
maintains NZSL 

community. 
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