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In this paper, we report the results from the first corpus-based study to investigate 
lexical variation and change in BSL. This study will report on the correlation between 
lexical variation in BSL and the social categories of age, region, gender, ethnicity, and 
language background. Results from a previous study on lexical variation in BSL 
suggested that there has been a reduction in regional differences since the introduction of 
BSL on television (Woll, Allsop & Sutton-Spence, 1991) and therefore this paper 
considers whether dialect levelling may be taking place in BSL. 

As part of the BSL Corpus Project (Schembri, 2008), number sign variants have 
been elicited from 249 native, near-native and early learner Deaf signers from eight cities 
across the UK. In a preliminary study analysing data from 122 signers, 2437 tokens were 
analysed as either traditional or non-traditional number sign variants for the signer’s 
region. Preliminary results found that age, region and language background (i.e. Deaf 
adults with signing Deaf parents versus those with hearing parents) were statistically 
significant factors in predicting the use of non-traditional number sign variants. Younger 
signers favoured the use of non-traditional variants while older signers favoured the use 
of traditional number variants.  

The results suggest that dialect levelling is taking place in BSL with younger 
signers using a decreasing variety of regionally distinct number variants. The results need 
to be understood in light of the dramatic changes to the British Deaf community 
including the closure of schools for deaf children, increased mobility and an emergence 
of a national and international Deaf identity (Ladd, 2003). This paper will also discuss the 
results from work currently in progress on additional lexical variables (e.g. traditional 
signs for foreign countries), as well as provide an update on the number sign study 
drawing on data from all 249 participants. 
 
 


