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Hierarchical 
Multilingualism

• Official languages of Singapore

• English
•Mandarin
• Malay
• Tamil

• Singapore Sign Language (SgSL) has 
no official government recognition.

Based on old ASL signs.

• Approximately 500,000 people have hearing loss in Singapore.
• The Singapore Association for the Deaf (SADeaf) has more than 5400 

clients who are deaf or hard of hearing. 
• About 1/3 indicated they know sign language while others did not 

respond or stated they didn’t know when asked. 



Controlled Multilingualism

Mandarin

Hokkien Teochew

Cantonese

Hakka

Hainanese

Bahasa 
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Bahasa 
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3 Key Language Campaigns after 1965

• Singapore became an independent 
nation1965 

• English-Mother Tongue Bilingual Policy1966

• The Speak Mandarin Campaign1979

• The Speak Good English Movement2000



1966 – English-Mother Tongue Bilingual 
Policy



1979 - Speak Mandarin Campaign



2000 - Speak Good English Campaign



Language Contact in the Singapore Deaf 
Community



Language contact with other countries

1950s

Peng Tsu Ying moved from Shanghai, 
China to Singapore

1954

Peng established the 
Singapore Chinese Sign School for 
the Deaf (Shanghainese Sign 
Language and Chinese was the 
language of instruction)

1963

The Chinese Sign school 
merged with the oral school for the 
deaf and was renamed the 
Singapore School for the Deaf

1970s and early 1980s

Lim Chin Heng, one of Peng's first 
few deaf students, studied in 
America
SEE and ASL were brought 
to Singapore by Lim Chin Heng and 
Frances Parsons
Peng decided to do away with SSL 
and Chinese for the deaf school. Led 
to language loss.

2017

Singapore School for the Deaf closed 
down

2018 

Deaf students could enroll at 
Mayflower primary school if they 
wanted a mainstream placement 
that gave access to Singapore Sign 
Language.



Language contact with 
neighbouring countries

• A few deaf Malaysians went to the Singapore School for 
the Deaf to study – language contact between BIM and 
SgSL



Local signs in Singapore Sign Language (SgSL)





Language attitudes in Singapore
Broader Singapore context

"Singlish unites Singaporeans because it 
represents our national identity. But it also 
divides us because it is degraded.
Isn't it similar to the situation among the 
Singapore deaf?"

(Ng, personal Communication, March 
29, 2023).

“SEE is good for learning English 
because it includes all the grammatical 
aspects of English such as past 
tense. SgSL is broken English just like 
Singlish!”

“No! SEE is not a language but a 
system/code. SgSL is a true language!”

(Phoebe's observations during the 
Singapore National Deaf Youth 
Camp that occurred from May 20 to 
22, 2016)

Singapore Deaf Community



Current/recent influences
• December 2022 – Phoebe attended Dr Deaf in Norway. IntSL was the language.
• November 2022 – 1st ASEAN Deaf Games held in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. A 

group Singaporean travelled to KL to participate in the event.
• One deaf Singaporean and one deaf Malaysian (Singaporean PR) participated in 

the Duskin Leadership Program in Japan a few years ago. Language contact with 
Japanese Sign Language (JSL).
• 2016, 2019 – Theoretical Issues in Sign Language Research Conference (TISLR) in 

Hamburg and Melbourne. (IntSL & ASL)
• Deaf Singaporeans and hearing interpreters attended WFD and WASLI 

conferences over the years.
• A few Deaf Singaporeans attended Gallaudet University from the 1970s.
• There is language contact with Deaf from the Southeast Asian region as well as 

ASL and IntSL.



Contextualization 
in Brazil

• 214.000.000 in habitants (2022)

• 8.510.417,771 km2

• 10.000.000 Deaf/HH people (2010)

• Portuguese is the official language

• Libras is the national sign language

• Linguistic Diversity?
Source: https://mundoeducacao.uol.com.br/geografia/mapa-brasil.htm



Linguistic Diversity

250+ 
languages 
in Brazil

Indigeneous

Afro-
Brazilian

Sign 
Languages

Creoles

Portuguese 
and its 

varieties

Immigrant 
languages

21+

Libras

Indigeneous
/ Villages

Border 
communities

Isolated 
Communities



1857

1875

1953

1984

1987

2002

2006

Timeline – Libras

Deaf Club
Deaf

Association
Libras Studies 
(Letras Libras)

Deaf
Sport

First school 
for the Deaf

First 
dictionary

Libras Law



INES
LSF – Libras 

E. Huet LSF 
1857

The first dictionary of Libras - 1875



Letras Libras (Libras studies) - 2006
Graduation in Licentiate and Bachelor in Letras Libras (4 years)

• After Libras Studies
Increase in educational level.
Strengthening relationships between sign language professionals.
Expansion of research in the area.



Language Contact in the Brazilian Deaf 
Community (with other countries)



Language contact with 
neighbouring countries - Brazil

• LSV - Venezuela
• LSA – Argentina
• LSU - Uruguay



Current/recent influences – ASL x IntSL
• 1987 - First Brazil in WFD Congress – Finland (IntSL)

• 1990s - Events on Bilingual Education / Deafness (ASL/IntSL)

• 1993 - First Brazil participates in Deaflympics (IntSL)

• 2006 - TISLR - Theoretical Issues in Sign Language Research (ASL)

• 2007 - Frontrunners (IntSL)

• 2008 - Meeting of Youth Deaf from Conesul (South America) (IntSL)

• 2010 - Deaf Academics (IntSL)

• 2011 - Exchange of 6 students of Letras Libras at Gallaudet University (ASL)

• 2017 - SIGN8 - International Sign Language Research Conference (IntSL/ASL)

• 2022 - Deaflympics (IntSL)

• After 2010 - Several sporting events in South America, America and the World (IntSL)

• After 2010 - Several events of Sign Language Research (study in translation, linguistics and education) 
(IntSL/ASL)



Language 
Modalities in 
Contact 
Language

Spoken Language

Written Language

Signed Language

Cultural Gestures 



Libras



Language attitudes in the Brazilian Deaf 
Community

21+

Libras

Indigenous
/ Villages

Border 
communities

Isolated 
Communities



A Comparison
Singapore

• English (written/spoken) is the first official 
language in Singapore
• Lack of national linguistic identity among 

Singaporeans. Singlish is a marker of 
Singaporean identity but is also degraded.

• Mandate for SgSL is not strong enough because 
deaf people are divided between SgSL versus 
SEE.

• SgSL is not officially recognized in 
government language policy.
• One deaf PhD in Linguistics in progress
• Research on SgSL linguistics still in its 

infancy. No SgSL dictionary
• More ASL influence in SgSL. Some IntSL 

contact due to international conferences

Brazil
• Portuguese (written/spoken) is the main official 

language in Brazil.
• Deaf identity in Brazil is strong. There is strong 

advocacy for LIBRAS. Strong influence of indigenous 
languages.

• LIBRAS is officially recognized in government 
language policy. LIBRAS Act.
• Brazil recognized LIBRAS as the first language (L1) for 

the deaf and Portuguese as their second language 
(L2).

• More than 80 deaf PhDs
• A large volume of academic research on LIBRAS. 

Academic literature mostly accessible in 
Portuguese. A little bit in LIBRAS and English.

• 1875 – LIBRAS dictionary 
• IntSL is used more than ASL because of the 

growth of deaf interpreters and international 
events. 

Both Singapore and Brazil have influences from American Sign Language (ASL) and 
International Sign Language (IntSL)



Research work
• Machado, R. N. (2022). The process of linguistic borrowing in Libras: 

Modalities and Categorization. PhD Dissertation. Programa Pós-
Graduação de Linguística e Literatura, Universidade Federal de 
Alagoas(UFAL). 2022.
• Tay, P., & Ng, B. C. (2022). Revisiting the Past to Understand the 

Present: The Linguistic Ecology of the Singapore Deaf Community and 
the Historical Evolution of Singapore Sign Language (SgSL). Frontiers 
in Communication, 6, 748578. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2021.748578

https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2021.748578
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