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Black Deaf People Studies (DST 401)
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History Education Community 
& Culture Language
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Black ASL: Definition and Theories of Origin.
 What is BASL?

• Black ASL is the variety of American Sign Language that developed 
in the segregated schools for Deaf African American children in the 
pre-Civil Rights era. 

• It shows differences from the ASL used by most White signers in 
lexicon, phonology, syntax, and discourse.

• In some respects, Black ASL is a conservative dialect. Specifically, a 
number of phonological features are more likely to be realized in 
the standard (or citation) form taught in ASL classes and used in 
ASL dictionaries than is the case in most White varieties of ASL.
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The Black ASL Project 
(2007 – 2013)

Sites visited in order of the year in 
which schools for Black Deaf children 

were founded:
Raleigh, North Carolina (1869)

Houston, Texas (1887)
Little Rock Arkansas (1887)
Talladega, Alabama (1892)
Hampton, Virginia (1909)

New Orleans, Louisiana (1938)
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Alabama School for 
the Negro Deaf & 

Blind

Southern State School for the 
Deaf & Blind

Texas School for
 Colored Deaf Dumb & Blind 

(BDO)

Black/Negro Deaf Schools
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North Carolina School 
for the Negro Deaf

Arkansas School for 
Colored Deaf & Blind

Virginia School for 
Colored Deaf & Blind
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Black ASL Mosaic
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Some questions to ponder about BASL?
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Is it from the Black 
Deaf Families? 

Is BASL class 
available?

Is it from only 
segregated Black 

Deaf 
communities? 

Is it influenced by 
African American 

English? 
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HISTORY
• BLACK/NEGRO 

DEAF SCHOOLS
• ORAL HISTORY

CULTURE

• VALUES
• BLACK DEAF 

CLUBS

• WAYS OF BEING
• BLACK DEAF 

MINISTRY

COMMUNITY
• DEAF/HH

• BACK DEAF 
FAMILIES

• BLACK CODA

• PROCTAILE
• DEAF BLIND

• LBQTA

ORGANIZATIONS
• NBDA & LOCAL 

• CHAPTERS
• NAOBI

LANGUAGE
• BASL

• AAVE/EBONIC

THE IMPACT OF BASL



The Black Deaf Community:  WHO ARE WE?

Black Deaf people are a minority within 
a minority.

 “The Black Deaf community can be 
described as a group of individuals who 
lives in a hearing and color-conscious 
society”. (Anderson, 1972, Anderson & 
Grace, 1991)

Younkin (1990) described Black Deaf 
individuals as being caught between two 
worlds. 
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• “Signing Black in America” was produced by NC 
State’s Language & Life Project (LLP), a non-profit 
that focuses on research, education and outreach 
programs related to language. 

• “Signing Black in America” is the first episode of a 
four-part miniseries that follows the feature-length 
2017 documentary “Talking Black in America.” 27 
min on YouTube.

• “Signing Black in America” highlights the history 
and development of Black ASL, explores relevant 
topics such as code switching, interpreting and 
language change, and celebrates the important 
role that Black ASL plays in the lives of its users.”

Signing Black in America
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Black American Sign Language Matters

•More research is needed on 
Black ASL. 

• BASL is clearly evolving.

• Preserve our Oral  History.

• A legacy to pass on to the 
younger generation of Black 
Deaf signers.

“Black ASL helps validate the Black 
Deaf community's sense of who 

they are — their language, history, 
culture and experience. I want the 

world to know about us,” 
(McCaskill, 2023) 
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That’s why 
Black American 
Sign Language 

Matters! 



Questions?
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