
By the age of 6, and certainly by the age of 12, most
hearing children have mastered fully the grammar of
their native language. Deaf children who are exposed
to American Sign Language (ASL) from birth acquire
this visual/gestural language in very much the same
way as hearing children acquire the spoken language in
their environment, typically demonstrating native pro-
ficiency by early to middle childhood (see Lillo-
Martin, 1999; McIntire, 1994; Newport & Meier, 1985,
for reviews of the ASL acquisition literature). How-
ever, these native ASL signing children are a minority,
constituting only 5% to 10% of the population of deaf
children in the United States. The majority of pro-
foundly deaf children are born to hearing parents who
likely have no previous signed language knowledge.
The population of deaf children born to hearing par-
ents, therefore, is highly variable in ASL proficiency;
much depends on when they were exposed to ASL (see
Mayberry, 1993; Newport, 1981, 1990, 1991; regarding
critical period effects for ASL acquisition) and the na-
ture and extent of their linguistic experience with ASL
(see Gee & Mounty, 1991, and Goodhart, 1984, for a
discussion of sign variability).

Thus, it would be useful to determine a nonnative
child’s level of ASL skill relative to the ASL skills of
native signers or to monitor a child’s ASL acquisition
progress when considering language planning or inter-
vention strategies. For example, as part of a child’s In-
dividualized Education Plan (IEP), one might want to
document the child’s progress in language develop-
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ment; this could include assessments of their ASL,
spoken English, and written English development.
However, to date, few instruments have been specifi-
cally designed to assess proficiency in ASL (see Dube,
1995/1996; Hatfield, 1982; Singleton & S. Supalla,
1995, for reviews), only a few are appropriate for use
with elementary school-age children, and most avail-
able instruments have not undergone appropriate psy-
chometric evaluation or such analyses have not been
published.

Review of Available ASL Assessment Instruments

One of the most comprehensive ASL tests available is
The Test Battery for American Sign Language Morphology
and Syntax (T. Supalla et al., in press). This battery in-
cludes a number of tests appropriate for evaluating the
ASL skills of children. This test battery allows for a
thorough analysis of an individual’s knowledge and use
of specific morphological and syntactic structures in
ASL. The battery takes approximately 2 hours to ad-
minister and at least 15 hours for a trained coder to
analyze and score one individual’s responses. The in-
strument was designed for linguistic research purposes
and has been used with more than 100 signers ranging
in age from 3 to 75, but a description of the psychomet-
ric properties is not available.

Another available instrument is the Signed Language
Development Checklist (Mounty, 1994a, 1994b). This in-
strument has been pilot-tested, and further studies
with a large sample of children are planned (J. Mounty,
personal communication, March 23, 1998); hence, evi-
dence of reliability and validity has not yet been re-
ported. This checklist is designed to assess both overall
communication ability and ASL competence based on
linguistic categories of ASL. The Signed Language De-
velopment Checklist is to be used when observing children
between the ages of 2;5 and 14 years in fairly unstruc-
tured communication interactions. In addition, train-
ing is required for professionals who wish to use it.

Prinz, Strong, and Kuntze (1994; Strong & Prinz,
1997) have reported their development and use of the
Test of ASL with a large sample of 155 deaf students
ages 8–15. Their test battery includes production and
comprehension measures for ASL classifiers and other
grammatical structures, signed narratives, and com-
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prehension measures of time and map markers in ASL.
The authors asked five nationally known Deaf ASL
linguists to provide feedback on preliminary versions
of the instrument. To date, they have not reported the
psychometric properties of their instrument; however,
these analyses and further field testing are planned for
the future (P. Prinz, personal communication, Febru-
ary 12, 1999). Like the T. Supalla et al. test battery, this
instrument is a collection of measures that evaluates an
individual’s knowledge and use of specific ASL struc-
tures.

The well-known and widely used MacArthur Com-
municative Developmental Inventory (Fenson et al., 1993)
has been adapted for eight languages other than En-
glish, including an American Sign Language version
(ASL-CDI; Provine & Reilly, 1995). The ASL-CDI re-
lies on a recognition format, in which parents or teach-
ers check off signs that a young child produces or com-
prehends from an inventory of 537 sign glosses, to
assess the early vocabularies and sentence productions
of ASL-signing children ages 8 to 36 months. This in-
strument is presently being normed with a population
of deaf children of deaf parents and has the advantages
of requiring no specialized training to administer and
targets a very young age group. The assessor must have
extensive knowledge of the target child’s language use.
The potential for diagnostic application of this instru-
ment (i.e., for monitoring the ASL acquisition prog-
ress of deaf children born to hearing families) is strong,
but at this point, the instrument is still under develop-
ment (J. Reilly, personal communication, February
22, 1999).

The American Sign Language Assessment Instrument
(Hoffmeister, 1996; Hoffmeister, Bahan, Greenwald, &
Cole, 1990) is a collection of tasks developed to obtain
a measure of ASL knowledge in deaf children. This
instrument is designed to elicit deaf children’s metalin-
guistic knowledge of (a) lexical processes, (b) morpho-
logical processes, (c) syntactic processes, (d) semantic
processes, and (e) narrative abilities in ASL. The in-
strument has been used to assess ASL knowledge in
over 200 deaf children, ages 4 to 16. Hoffmeister et al.
have conducted preliminary reliability and validity
analyses of their instrument and have eliminated items
with poor discrimination indices (R. Hoffmeister, per-
sonal communication, February 17, 1999). However,



mit the global assessment of a child’s ASL proficiency
(in that it assessed a broad range of linguistic structures
in ASL). Like many of the other ASL assessment in-
struments described above, the ASL-PA also requires
that the assessor possess native (or near-native) ASL
fluency and a fair amount of linguistic sophistication in
ASL. However, the ASL-PA uses a structured scoring
procedure that significantly reduces the amount of
coding time that would otherwise be associated with
analyzing a 30-minute child language sample. In the
next section of this article, we describe the develop-
ment and administration of the ASL-PA and the pro-
cedures we employed for investigating the psychomet-
ric properties of this instrument.

Method

The development of the ASL-PA involved two stages:
(1) creating a scale that identifies target linguistic
structures in ASL with theoretical evidence of content
validity and (2) investigating of the psychometric prop-
erties of the scale.

Content Validity: Theoretical Rationale

The field of signed language linguistics, and work on
ASL in particular, has grown tremendously over the
past few decades, so much so that it would be prohibi-
tive to develop an ASL proficiency instrument that in-
cluded an exhaustive list of “known” ASL linguistic
structures. To keep the instrument simple, and ori-
ented toward children’s language use, we chose to focus
only on morpho-syntactic linguistic structures sup-
ported by empirical studies of children’s acquisition
and use.

Potential items were culled from 17 ASL acquisi-
tion studies reported in the literature between 1978 and
1991 (listed in Appendix 1). The documented patterns
of acquisition serve as the basis for the development of
this instrument. Although discussed in the literature,
children’s error patterns in ASL acquisition are not
part of this assessment instrument, as we decided to
limit ourselves to the structures that deaf children have
acquired rather than including the errors they might
have produced.
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the results of these psychometric investigations have
not yet been reported in the published literature.

The Sign Communication Proficiency Interview
(SCPI; Caccamise & Newell, 1995, 1999; Newell, Cac-
camise, Boardman, & Holcomb, 1983) uses a conversa-
tional approach to assessing receptive and expressive
sign language communication skills. The instrument is
based on the Language/Oral Proficiency Interview
(LPI/OPI) format in which the interviewer (a skilled
signer) and interviewee have a one-on-one conversa-
tion. Two or three trained raters independently review
the videotaped conversation and assign a skill level rat-
ing using a scale based on a highly skilled, knowledge-
able native/native-like signer (Caccamise, Newell,
Lang, & Metz, 1996). The developers are currently
gathering data on Rater reliability (F. Caccamise, per-
sonal communication, February 18, 1999) and have
some evidence of validity from a study relating SCPI
performance of signing college instructors with stu-
dents’ evaluations of “communication ease” with the
instructor (Long, Stinson, Kelly, & Liu, 1998). The
SCPI has been used with deaf children, in an adapted
format, by some individuals in educational settings;
however, psychometric analyses have not been con-
ducted on this adaptation of the SCPI.

Other instruments have been developed mostly for
use in linguistic research and are fairly narrow in scope
(Galvan, 1995; Lillo-Martin, 1995; Padden & Ramsey,
1997, are a few examples). Information regarding the
psychometric properties of these other tests has not
been reported to our knowledge. Furthermore, the ma-
jority of these instruments has been administered to
samples that would be considered too small for psycho-
metric investigations. While there is considerable po-
tential for using these instruments in applied settings,
to our knowledge these researchers have not yet pur-
sued such applications.

We developed the American Sign Language Profi-
ciency Assessment (ASL-PA) because we needed a fairly
quick omnibus test of ASL skill for use with the 80 deaf
children participating in our research project initiated
in 1993 (Singleton & S. Supalla, 1995, 1996, 1999; Sin-
gleton, S. Supalla, Litchfield, & Schley, 1998). At that
time, there was no available instrument with adequate
evidence of reliability and validity that would effi-
ciently (in terms of administration and analysis). per-



In each acquisition study surveyed, deaf children
of deaf parents were the subject of linguistic investiga-
tion with a few exceptions involving a hearing child
raised in a signing household. The rich signing envi-
ronment experienced by all the children in these stud-
ies would enable any child, deaf or hearing alike, to ac-
quire ASL as a native language in a conventional and
effective manner.

The result of this literature review yielded a total of
eight ASL morpho-syntactic linguistic structures, and
their ordering reflects order of acquisition, generally
speaking (e.g., the first structure is typically acquired
earliest and the eighth structure is acquired later).
However, the target structures do overlap in their onset
and mastery periods: (1) One-Sign and Two-Sign Ut-
terances, (2) Nonmanual Markers, (3) Deictic Pointing,
(4) Referential Shifting, (5) Verbs of Motion, (6) As-
pect and Number, (7) Verb Agreement, and (8) Noun-
Verb Pairs. Within each of these eight basic structures,
certain features are identified and they reflect the typi-
cal acquisition pattern observed with ASL-learning
children. The following description of each of the eight
linguistic structures includes examples (using sign
glosses based on the transcription system provided in
Lentz, Mikos, & Smith, 1992) and information associ-
ated with the developmental milestones of the acquisi-
tion process.

Target Linguistic Structures

One-sign and two-sign utterances. The first linguistic
structure, One-Sign and Two-Sign Utterances, is the
hallmark of the earliest stage in the acquisition of ASL.
The three features to be acquired are (1) single-sign
production, (2) production of 10 (different) signs, and
(3) two-sign production. One-sign utterances emerge
before two-sign utterances. These signs are produced
in isolation and typically in the citation form (i.e.,
without any inflection or other grammatical modifica-
tion). For example, MOTHER, a sign serving as a lin-
guistic symbol for a mother figure, is common among
the first signs that children produce at the mean age of
8.5 months. A set of 10 or more single signs is achieved
at the mean age of 13.2 months, well before a child be-
gins to produce two-sign utterances. At a later stage,
two lexical items are produced in sequence such as

252 Journal of Deaf Studies and Deaf Education 4:4 Fall 1999

MORE MILK at the mean age of 17 months (Bonvil-
lian, Orlansky, & Novack, 1983). These early sign com-
binations mark the emergence of syntax in a young
signer.

Nonmanual markers. At this point in his or her linguistic
development, an ASL-learning child begins to expand
the repertoire of syntactic devices. Especially impor-
tant are the nonmanual markers that differentiate par-
ticular types of sentences in ASL (Coulter, 1979; Lid-
dell, 1980; Baker-Shenk, 1983). This second linguistic
structure includes four types of nonmanual markers,
most of which are not fully acquired until after 3 years
of age: (1) yes/no questions, (2) wh-questions, (3) top-
ics, and (4) conditionals. All of these types involve one
specific facial behavior or another.

For the yes/no question type, the signer must pro-
duce a particular facial configuration: the eyebrows are
raised along with eyes being wide open and the head
and body leaning forward. Once this is achieved, the
signer should be able to elicit a response from the lis-
tener that is not a statement, but rather a yes/no re-
sponse. The specific facial behavior occurs throughout
the entire sentence (see Baker-Shenk and Cokely, 1980,
for further description of nonmanual markers in ASL).

A similar nonmanual marker pattern occurs with
the wh-question type, yet this time, the facial behavior
involves a different configuration: an eyebrow squint
and often a tilting of the head. In this case, the signer
should be able to elicit a response from the listener
based on what the former wants to know from the lat-
ter. With both yes/no Questions and wh-questions, the
acquisition findings, as reported in Reilly, McIntire,
and Bellugi (1990, 1991), indicate that children acquire
the appropriate facial behaviors in a developmental se-
quence. They first raise their eyebrows for yes/no
questions quite early at approximately 1;6 years old.
However, for wh-questions, children require additional
time before they are able to produce the appropriate
facial behavior. As a result, the child’s face remains un-
marked, even if wh-questions are produced (using only
wh-signs such as WHAT and WHO), until they are ap-
proximately 3;6 years old.

The two other syntactic types, topicalization and
conditionals, are part of the topic-comment structure in
ASL. For the first type, the signer establishes a topic



she is referring to the concept to identify the mother
and correctly in this case. To use pointing linguistically,
as opposed to nonlinguistically, is further complicated
by the fact that there are two distinct types of deictic
pointing in ASL.

The two linguistic indexing types that signing chil-
dren acquire are real-world indexing and abstract indexing.
The two features involved in real-world Indexing, are
(1) pointing to self, and (2) pointing to other. As with
the example discussed above, real-world indexing is
produced by pointing at a present person(s) in the
proximity of the child while this child is signing. Spe-
cifically, this includes pointing at self (first person),
pointing at other (second or third person). Pointing at
oneself as a feature occurs first at the age of 20 months.
Pointing to other occurs later in development (22 to 25
months). This acquisition timeline is based on the
work of Pizzuto (1990) and Petitto (1990).

Abstract indexing is different from real-world in-
dexing in that it includes pointing at a person(s) who
is not near a child while signing. The signing space is
marked with one or more locations for such referents.
Thus, the two features associated with the use of sign-
ing space are single locus and multiple loci. The use of
single locus takes place when a child points to a single
location in the signing space and marks the referent as
a nonpresent third person, and this child will refer to
the same location as needed. In the example of telling
a narrative with two characters, a child will need to
mark the first location for one referent and the other
for the second referent. The resulting use of multiple
loci enables a child to refer to different characters as
they progress in telling the narrative. Due to the appar-
ent complexity of abstract indexing, a child engages in
single locus marking at a rather late age of 3;6 years old
and multiple loci marking within the age range of 3;9
and 4;4 years old (Loew, 1980).

Referential shifting. The use of referential shifting
(sometimes referred to as “role play”) enables a signer
to express “reported speech” and shift discourse point
of view. This unique grammatical mechanism available
to signed languages (Emmorey & Reilly, 1995; Padden,
1986) is the fourth linguistic structure in the ASL-PA.
Referential shifting is especially prevalent in storytell-
ing discourse. The two features involved with this tar-
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and then comments on it. This process of topicaliza-
tion also enables the signer to establish the subject of an
utterance. An ASL sentence example (followed by an
English translation) using a topic structure would be:

topic
MAN YOU SEE YESTERDAY HERE NOW
“the man you saw yesterday is here now”

The facial behavior that occurs with the first phrase
of this sentence includes raised eyebrows. Children ap-
pear to be able to acquire this particular nonmanual
marker and use it in sentences appropriately at 3;0
years old (Reilly et al., 1991). With conditionals, the
nonmanual marker is used in a given utterance in
which a “condition” is introduced and followed by the
result of the condition. An ASL example (followed by
an English translation) using a conditional structure
would be:

cond
BOOK LOSE WILL ORDER OTHER ONE
“if the book gets lost, (I) will order another one”

Children reportedly require more time to acquire
conditionals than topicalization. The findings indicate
that they acquire conditionals and use them in senten-
ces at approximately 3;11 years old and possibly be-
yond this age to achieve complete mastery.

Deictic pointing. In ASL, deictic pointing constitutes a
pronominal system making up the third linguistic
structure. A signing child learning how to point lin-
guistically also needs to make a transition from gesture
to sign. The first emergence of pointing at age 10
months may be quite early, but research suggests that
this early pointing is considered nonlinguistic (Bel-
lugi & Klima, 1982). Pizzuto (1990) identified the shift
to linguistic indexing when a child produces at least
one sign and then points, indicating that this child has
internalized the concept of linguistic indexing. An
ASL example (followed by a loose English translation)
of deictic pointing in a two-sign utterance would be:

MOTHER IX mother

“Mother, that is you”

The sign for the child’s mother would be produced
before the child points to the mother present as if he or



get structure are role shift and multiple role positions. The
first feature occurs when a child takes on a character’s
role, with eye gaze being the single most consistent sig-
nal of such behavior (Bahan & Petitto, 1980; Bahan &
Supalla, 1995). Whether to an audience or to an indi-
vidual, a child as a storyteller assumes a role by break-
ing eye contact and shifting eye gaze to another point,
thus establishing a character at the imagined point of
reference of the gaze. The resulting body change with
the child’s head shifted away from the audience indi-
cates a form of role shifting. Similar to the ability of
creating a single locus through abstract indexing, a
child engages in role shifting at the age of 3;6 years old.

The use of multiple role positions, on the other
hand, is more complex for a child because it involves
reference to more than one character in a single narra-
tive. For example, when a child reports a dialogue be-
tween two characters, the child uses eye gaze and
moves from one side to the other for each character
indicating that they are talking to each other. Not sur-
prisingly, the later age of 4;4 years old marks the mas-
tery of this particular referential shifting mechanism
(Loew, 1980).

Verbs of motion. Verbs of motion constitute the fifth lin-
guistic structure and are of a particular group of ASL
signs wherein handshapes refer to shapes of objects and
movement refers to the path and/or motion of objects
(Newport, 1981; Newport & T. Supalla, 1980; T. Su-
palla, 1982). The features functioning as component
morphemes in ASL verbs of motion and location in-
clude simple path movements, central object handshape clas-
sifiers, and secondary object handshape classifiers. The pro-
cess of acquiring this particular linguistic structure,
morpheme by morpheme, is typical for child learners
acquiring morphologically complex languages. New-
port (1981) explains that one kind of simple path move-
ment would be linear, as in the signer’s index finger
tracing across the signing space. This particular sign
production may refer to a car moving by, but due to the
lack of any specific handshape to represent particular
characteristics of an object or its semantic category
(e.g., vehicle as opposed to a person), the listener would
not know what the object might be. Nevertheless, the
listener would still know that a path movement is pro-
duced, and children are reportedly able to acquire and
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use this first type of simple movement before they pro-
duce verbs of motion that include handshape classifi-
ers. At 2;9 years of age, children begin to use verbs of
motion through these simple path movements created
in the signing space (Newport & T. Supalla, 1980).

Only at a later age, in the range of 2;11 and 3;6
years, are children able to produce the verbs of motion
incorporating central object handshape classifiers. In
our example of a car cruising along without making any
turns, a specific handshape referring to vehicles would
be added to the path movement. This handshape refers
to the semantic category vehicles and that category in-
cludes a number of noun referents beyond vehicles
(e.g., bicycles and trains). The glossed transcription of
this example with a special symbol representing the se-
mantic classifier type would be:

SCL: 3 “car moving”

If the previous example of the car cruising along
also included “past the tree,” the signer would also in-
clude the nondominant hand in the verb of motion.
The signer would need to use a secondary object hands-
hape classifier that specified the semantic category of
trees in general. As a result, the signer would use both
hands, first establishing the secondary object, the tree,
in the signing space, and then representing the central
object, the car, passing the tree. The transcription in
glosses to include the tree and its relationship with the
car would be:

SCL: 5 tree/SCL: 3 “car passing tree”

Given the complexity of the classifier production
here, that is, the simultaneous representation of two
objects—one on each hand—children are only able to
represent either the secondary object or the central ob-
ject handshape classifier until the age range of 3;4 and
4;4 years (Newport & T. Supalla, 1980). In addition,
Kantor (1980) reported that the complete mastery of
the verbs of motion system might not occur with chil-
dren until they are 8 years old.

Aspect and number. The three aspect and number fea-
tures are aspect, duality, and distribution. Aspect marking
on verbs refers to the duration and/or frequency of an
event. The term duration may refer to an event that
takes more time than what is usual for the event,



(or the addressee) and mark the first location as subject
and the second location as object. The resulting in-
flected verb production would be me-LOOK-AT-you.
Other case marking examples include a verb that moves
from one third-person location (referring to a third
person, present or absent in the conversation) to an-
other third-person location (e.g., he-LOOK-AT-him),
or from the third-person location to that of the first
person (e.g., he-LOOK-AT-me). The set of ASL verbs
that permit case marking through inflection is de-
scribed in Baker-Shenk and Cokely (1980).

Comparable to deictic pointing in ASL, the verb
undergoing agreement inflection results in two possible
feature types: real-world location(s) marked and abstract
location(s) marked. Mastery of these two types of verb
agreement inflection is rather late. Meier (1982) re-
ported that verb agreement with real-world locations
is mastered in the range of 3;0 and 3;6 years old. Com-
plete mastery of abstract verb agreement, on the other
hand, occurs as late as 4;9 years old (Loew, 1980).

Noun-verb pairs. Unlike the inflectional processes pre-
viously described, the eighth and last linguistic struc-
ture, noun-verb pairs, is concerned with how a sign
may be derived as opposed to inflected. As is typical of
a natural language, the morphological system of ASL
consists of both inflectional and derivational processes.
T. Supalla and Newport (1978) examined this type of
nominalization process for noun-verb pairs and de-
scribed the movement morphemes in detail. Basically,
the semantically related noun and verb signs that share
the same handshape, location, and orientation are
known as noun-verb pairs, or reduplicated nominals.
The sign for a noun and its related verb are distin-
guished from one another by a change in the movement
of the sign (e.g., AIRPLANE being repetitive and re-
strained as opposed to the movement characteristics of
FLY-BY-AIRPLANE). The resulting grammatical
change occurs when the sign is no longer a verb, but
rather functions as a noun in a sentence or vice versa.

Launer (1982) conducted an acquisition study of
noun-verb pairs in ASL. The timeline in which chil-
dren acquire and master the derivational process in-
volved is less than clear-cut, but it can be divided into
two features: noun-verb pair production and multiple noun-
verb production. The basic difference between the two is
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whereas the term frequency describes an event that hap-
pens more than once. For example, in describing a per-
son who looks at another person for a long time, the
linear movement of the verb LOOK would be replaced
with that of a circular movement, and this new move-
ment would also be repeated. The listener competent
in ASL should be able to perceive the change in move-
ment within the sign. The same is true for those fea-
tures of number marking: duality and distribution. In
these cases, frequency is the information being con-
veyed as the signer inflects the same verb, LOOK, by
moving it from one third-person location in the signing
space to another third-person location. The listener
will understand that the event involves a person look-
ing at two persons in sequence; that is, duality is
marked. With respect to distribution marking, the
signer instead moves the verb LOOK in a sweeping
manner, indicating that the looking event involves a
person looking across a group of people (LOOK-AT-
all-of-them).

According to Newport & Meier (1985), children
acquire the first feature, aspect, around age 3;0 through
approximately age 4;9 (although they may still be re-
solving all possible contrasts at this age). Duality was
first observed in their set of unpublished data at age
3;1, although used imperfectly. By age 4;9, duality is
marked frequently and correctly (with few isolated er-
rors). Distribution features of number are acquired be-
tween 3;7 and 4;8 years old, but can still exhibit some
grammatical errors past age 5.

Verb agreement. With some ASL verbs, the verb stem is
inflected through the use of movement and locations
in the signing space. Recall how locations are marked
through the use of deictic pointing, enabling the signer
to refer to a first, second, or third person. A similar
pattern prevails with the verb stem with respect to
agreement inflection. Verb agreement, the seventh lin-
guistic structure, uses both real-world and abstract
means to move to or from such locations. The gram-
matical difference between deictic pointing and verb
agreement inflection lies on whether the location(s) are
marked for case relations (i.e., subject and object).
Only with verb agreement inflection can the verb,
LOOK, move from the location of the first person (or
the signer himself) to the location of the second person



how systematically the noun-verb pairs are marked.
For the first feature of noun-verb pair production, the
use of this derivational process is emerging. A child
might produce a noun or verb form correctly with no
real indication that they know the derivational process
to the full extent. This particular pattern of correct
noun-verb pairs would appear on a “hit and miss” ba-
sis, and it occurs in the age range of 2;0 to 2;11 years
old. With multiple noun-verb production, a child dem-
onstrates a deeper knowledge of the morphological
subsystem involved. This is when the correct form of
noun-verb pairs occurs on a more regular basis with
many examples of noun/verb pairings. Only at the age
range of 3;0 to 3;11 years old will children mark the
nouns and verbs systematically (at 71% of the time or
above).

Summary. Drawing upon 16 ASL acquisition studies
(listed in Appendix 1), we have generated eight linguis-
tic structures for the ASL-PA instrument. The number
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of features ranges from two to four per target structure.
Thus, the total number of items (target features) in-
cluded in the instrument is 23, and they are summa-
rized in Table 1.

Content Validity: Empirical Support

Given that the 23 target features used in the ASL-PA
instrument were based solely upon ASL acquisition
studies, many of which included only one subject in
their research design and were rather restrictive in
terms of cultural diversity of subjects, we needed as-
surance that we could actually observe the target fea-
tures within our planned method of data collection and
with a larger sample of subjects from diverse linguistic
and cultural backgrounds. Very briefly, the method in-
volves having a native or near-native ASL signing Deaf
adult collect three 10-minute natural language samples
from a child within three distinct discourse contexts
(Interview, Peer Interaction, and Story Retelling).

Table 1 Summary of ASL-PA linguistic structures and the 23 target features

8 Linguistic structures 23 Target features

One-sign and two-sign utterances Single-sign production
Production of 10 signs
Two-sign production

Nonmanual markers Yes/no questions
Wh questions
Topics
Conditionals

Deictic pointing (real-world indexing) Pointing to self
Pointing to others

Deictic pointing (abstract indexing) Single abstract locus
Multiple abstract loci

Referential shifting Role shift
Multiple role positions

Verbs of motion Simple path movements
Central object handshape classifier
Secondary object handshape classifier

Aspect and number Aspect
Duality
Distribution

Verb agreement Real-world location(s) marked
Abstract location(s) marked

Noun-verb pairs Noun-verb pair production
Multiple noun-verb pair production



day period and must be videotaped for later scoring by
the assessor.

Interview. The Interview involves a deaf, native (or
near-native) adult signer of ASL. This adult interviews
a child and asks him or her questions that are likely to
elicit lengthy and detailed responses. The question set
used in this interview protocol is provided in Appendix
2. The questions are similar in type to other LPI/OPI
protocols. The interviewer selects questions from the
set, moving from the beginning toward the end of the
set. The goal of the interview is not to ask all of
the questions in the set; rather it is to conduct a natural
conversation with the child. In some cases, a particular
question will prompt a lengthy response, even stimu-
lating the child to diverge on a tangent thought. This
is perfectly acceptable; the adult interviewer should not
interrupt or try to move on to the next question. The
adult should participate in the interview as a responsive
interlocutor using appropriate ASL conversational fa-
cial expressions and comments such as: “That sounds
really fun!”; “Yes, I remember when that happened”;
“Oh, I love kittens, too!”). A timer should be set to
limit the interview to 10 minutes.

Peer interaction. The next type of discourse is the Peer
Interaction. For this purpose, another child is brought
into the assessment situation. Ideally, one should select
a peer who matches the background characteristics of
the target child (e.g., age, experience with ASL, gen-
der, and parent hearing status). However, if this is not
possible, the first priority should be to match for lin-
guistic experience with ASL. The purpose of this
guideline is so that the selected peer does not dominate
the conversation, linguistically overpowering the target
child. This peer interaction segment can serve as a lan-
guage sample for both the target child and the peer if
both children are being assessed. It is important that
the Peer Interaction segment is collected after the In-
terview so that the target child can be given the follow-
ing instructions (translated into ASL):

Remember yesterday, the two of us, we sat here and
chatted? Remember how I asked you lots of ques-
tions and you answered? OK, now it is your turn to
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We first collected language samples from a proto-
type sample of four native ASL signing deaf children
ages 6, 8, 10, and 12. These four children were well
above the ages of the children typically included in the
ASL acquisition studies we reviewed; therefore, we
expected that all four of the prototype native-signing
children would produce all 23 of the designated target
features.

Two trained coders, both deaf, native signers of
ASL with a background in ASL linguistics, reviewed
the videos of the three discourse segments for each of
the four prototype signers. In this process, the coders
tallied every occurrence of each target feature in the
three segments in order to determine each target fea-
ture’s relative frequency of occurrence. After this tally
procedure was conducted, the two coders determined,
with 98% intercoder reliability,1 that none of the 23
target features was absent from all four prototype lan-
guage samples. That is, for every target feature, there
was at least one child who demonstrated that form in
his or her language sample. In fact, for virtually all 23
target features, the four prototype signers demon-
strated the form in at least one discourse context.
Thus, we were confident that the 23 features could be
elicited successfully from native ASL-signing deaf
children between the ages of 6 and 12 through this par-
ticular three-discourse language sampling procedure.

We shall next describe the data collection proce-
dures in detail and present the results of our psycho-
metric analyses (based on a larger sample of 80 partici-
pants), which are aimed at providing evidence of the
validity and reliability of the 23 items (target features)
included in the ASL-PA instrument and the cut-off
scores used to define the three ASL proficiency levels.2

Language Sample Elicitation Procedures

In order to elicit natural language samples that can
be used to document the presence of the target ASL
features described above, a child is engaged in three
different types of discourse: Interview, Peer Interac-
tion, and Story Retelling. The first two discourse sam-
ples are limited to 10 minutes in length, while the Story
Retelling sample is typically 5 minutes or less. All three
discourse samples are to be collected within a 1- to 3-



do the same thing with Susie here. You can ask her
questions, but she can also ask you questions. I
want you to take turns, not just one person asking
all of the questions. Just “chat” for about 10 min-
utes. I’ll let you know when time is up.

If the pair of children is having trouble coming up
with topics to discuss, the assessor can provide them
with prompts such as: ask Susie what she did last week-
end, what is her favorite toy/movie/TV show, or
whether she has any pets at home. Ideally, the assessor
may “act busy” while the two children interact. The
children should not feel inhibited by the presence of
the adult assessor. For example, the assessor can do
some paperwork, looking up occasionally only to make
sure the children are staying on task. If the two chil-
dren are simply unable to continue the conversation
(before the 10 minutes have passed), the assessor can
end the peer interaction segment early.

Story retelling. In the Story Retelling discourse context,
a child is shown a 3-minute cartoon version of “The
Tortoise and the Hare.” (This cartoon comes from the
story-retelling test of T. Supalla et al.’s [in press] Test
Battery for American Sign Language Morphology and Syn-
tax). This video has no soundtrack or verbal dialogue
between characters. The entire cartoon is action-
oriented and easy to understand. Immediately after
viewing the cartoon, the child is asked to “re-enact”
the story using concrete manipulatives in order to
check his or her memory for the essential events and
their proper sequence.

The manipulatives include small plastic figures of
a rabbit and turtle (representing the video characters),
a placemat-sized piece of artificial grass with a winding
racetrack including start and finish lines (made of felt
and glued onto the turf), and a plastic tree placed in
the middle of the racetrack. The assessor places the two
figures at the starting line and instructs the child to
“show me what happened in the cartoon—don’t sign,
just show me.” Typically, the child will demonstrate the
rabbit shooting forward, moving quickly down the
winding track, then stopping at the tree for a nap. Then
the turtle moves along the racetrack very slowly and
passes the rabbit asleep at the tree. As the turtle contin-
ues toward the finish line, the rabbit awakes, jumps up
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and chases after the turtle, catching up just as the turtle
crosses the finish line. The turtle is the winner and the
rabbit falls flat on his face. In fact, no child involved in
the development phase of this instrument (N 5 80) had
any problem remembering the main events, and their
proper sequence, as described above. We assume, then,
that children between ages 6 and 12, even those with
low ASL skills, can understand and remember this car-
toon with ease. Therefore, with future applications of
this instrument it may not be necessary to administer
this “memory check” task, unless the assessor suspects
that memory and sequencing may be a problem for the
particular child being evaluated.

Next, the child is asked to “tell what happened in
the cartoon—to sign the whole story.” The assessor
serves as the listener and simply nods and provides
appropriate ASL conversational signals. The assessor
does not interrupt or ask clarifying questions during
the child’s retelling of the story.

Participants

Using the same procedures described above, the ASL-
PA was administered to a larger and more diverse
group of signing deaf children than our initial proto-
type signer group. The 80 children (ages 6–12) in-
cluded in this sample were participants in a large study
initiated by Singleton and S. Supalla in 1993. The par-
ticipants, 42 of whom were female, could be catego-
rized into three groups based on their linguistic experi-
ence with ASL: (1) native ASL signers (deaf children
born to deaf, ASL-using parents); (2) nonnative ASL
signers (deaf children born to hearing parents who had
been exposed to ASL in their educational settings); and
(3) Manually Coded English (MCE) signers (deaf chil-
dren born to hearing parents who had not been ex-
posed to ASL in their educational setting—their only
signing experience is with one English-based sign sys-
tem or another3). The total number of children in
the native ASL signer, nonnative ASL signer, and
MCE signer groups is 28, 37, and 15, respectively. This
sample represents deaf children with considerably di-
verse ASL skills, from virtually none to native-level
proficiency. Data were collected at a total of seven sites
in the Midwest and Southwest regions of the United
States.



target features, across the 80 participating children. A
child’s individual total score was determined by adding
up the total number of “ones” (out of 23 possible
targets).

We recommend that the assessor begin with the In-
terview portion of the video, as this is the segment that
often provides the richest language sample from a
child. Scoring of the Interview should be followed by
the Story Retelling, then Peer Interaction segments.
This coding process should take from 1 to 2 hours.

Item Analysis

Estimates of item difficulty (proportion passing) were
obtained by analyzing only the sample of 28 native
signers. The target features were then ordered (from
least difficult to most difficult) based on item difficulty
estimates5 (see Table 2).

Each target was then subjected to an item analysis
to determine which items were the most discriminat-
ing. Item discrimination indices (point-biserial correla-
tions) were computed on the entire sample (N 5 80)
to determine how well targets discriminated between
persons of high and low proficiency. For example, a
highly discriminating item would indicate that high to-
tal-scoring children tend to obtain a target score of “1”
and low total-scoring children tend to obtain a target
score of “0.” With poorly discriminating items, chil-
dren of low and high total-score would not differ sys-
tematically on their item performance; that is, target
performance does not predict total score. Poor discrim-
ination indices (i.e., values not significantly different
from zero) were found for three targets, while moder-
ate item discrimination indices (M 5.54, SD 5.12)
were obtained for the remaining 20 targets. At this
point in the development of the instrument, the three
poorly discriminating items (items 1, 3, and 4) were in-
cluded in the analyses until replications with larger
samples are completed.6

Standard Setting

Our goal was to define three categories of ASL profi-
ciency: Level 1 (lowest proficiency category), Level 2
(moderate proficiency category), and Level 3 (highest
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Selection of the children to be included in the
MCE group was very strict; no deaf adults worked at
these sites and the children had little or no exposure to
other deaf children who knew ASL. While MCE sys-
tems have a linguistic relationship with ASL (they
share many nouns and “citation form” verbs with ASL),
they do not incorporate most of the unique properties
of ASL grammar tapped by the ASL-PA. Thus, we
would expect that MCE-signing children would score
very low on this test of ASL morphosyntactic struc-
ture. However, some empirical studies (e.g., Gee &
Mounty, 1991; Goodhart, 1984; S. Supalla, 1991) have
shown that MCE signers can create rudimentary spa-
tial grammars. Thus, collecting data from MCE-
signing children is important for determining baseline
ASL-PA performance (i.e., how many ASL-PA targets
might we expect to observe because a child has been
exposed to MCE) and evidence of construct validity
using contrasting groups.

Scoring Procedures

After each child participated in the three discourse
segments (Interview, Peer Interaction, Story Retelling),
the child’s videotape was then analyzed by a Deaf as-
sessor who was a near-native ASL signer with a consid-
erable amount of linguistic sophistication in ASL (i.e.,
attended a Master’s program in Sign Language Stud-
ies). A second trained Deaf assessor with a similar
background coded approximately 15% of the sample to
ensure coding accuracy.4

As the assessor viewed the three discourse seg-
ments on video, she would search for the 23 ASL target
features. A single occurrence of a target feature
prompted the assessor to enter a “1” in the box associ-
ated with the target feature (as opposed to the “tally
procedure” used with the four prototype signers in
which any occurrence was documented). Once the tar-
get feature was identified, the assessor moved on and
no longer needed to search for that particular target in
the child’s language sample. If, after reviewing all three
of the child’s discourse segments, the target feature was
not observed, the assessor entered a “0” in the corre-
sponding box. The data set for the item analyses (to be
described in the next section) was composed of each
child’s response (“1” or “0”) for each of the 23 ASL



proficiency category). Cut-off scores for proficiency
standards (i.e., the range of scores that defines the pro-
ficiency category) were determined by examining the
overlap between the ASL-PA score distributions of the
contrasting participant groups: native, nonnative, and
MCE signers. Note that if the distributions of our
three participant groups were completely nonoverlap-
ping, then cut-off scores would perfectly classify the
three groups. However, the three distributions do over-
lap somewhat, which shows, for example, that a nonna-
tive could perform at Level 1 or Level 3 proficiency.
Following Berk’s (1976) standard setting procedures,
we established the cut-off scores as follows:
ASL Proficiency Level ASL-PA Score
LEVEL 3 greater than 16
LEVEL 2 greater than 11, less than or

equal to 16
LEVEL 1 11 and under

The consistency of these cut-off scores is discussed
below in the reliability section. The accuracy of the
cut-off scores is discussed in the validity section below
with the results displayed in Table 3.
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Reliability

The Kuder-Richardson 20 (KR-20) coefficient of relia-
bility was computed in order to assess the internal con-
sistency of the set of 23 targets. The KR-20 coefficient
was .81. This can be interpreted as a fairly high relia-
bility coefficient considering the small number of items
on the ASL-PA (fewer items tends to result in weaker
internal consistency reliability coefficients, but longer
tests require more time to administer) and the lack of
tests in the field with evidence of reliability that might
serve as models for the construction of an ASL profi-
ciency test. Furthermore, this reliability coefficient is
comparable to those typically reported for English lan-
guage proficiency tests (see Alderson, Krahnke, &
Stansfield, 1987).

To improve reliability, we explored the use of a ceil-
ing rule. The use of a ceiling rule would increase the
ease of administration and improve test reliability by
decreasing the probability that a target will be scored
as correct due to extraneous factors, such as scoring
errors. When no ceiling rule is applied, an assessor sim-

Table 2 Ordering of 23 target features based on item difficulty (from least to
most difficult)

Item position Target feature Approx. onset age of acquisition

1 Single-sign production 8.5 mos
2 Production of 10 signs 13.2 mos
3 Two-sign production 17 mos
4 Pointing to self 20 mos
5 Abstract location(s) marked 3;6–4;9 yrs
6 Role shift 3;6 yrs
7 Pointing to addressee 22–25 mos
8 Central object handshape classifier 2;11–3;6 yrs
9 Noun-verb pair production 2;0–2;11 yrs
10 Yes/no questions 18 mos
11 Single abstract locus 3;6 yrs
12 Real-world location(s) marked 3;0–3;6 yrs
13 Secondary object handshape classifier 3;4–4;4 yrs
14 Aspect 3;0–4;9 yrs
15 Wh questions 3;6 yrs
16 Topics 3;0 yrs
17 Multiple noun-verb pair production 3;0–3;11 yrs
18 Multiple role positions 4;4 yrs
19 Conditionals 3;11 yrs
20 Simple path movements 2;9 yrs
21 Distribution 3;7–4;8 yrs
22 Duality 3;1–4;9 yrs
23 Multiple abstract loci 3;9–4;4 yrs



Level 1 groups, decision consistency coefficients were
.75 and .85, respectively, indicating considerably high
improvement over chance decisions.

Validity

One method of examining the construct validity of the
ASL-PA is to determine whether particular groups of
children actually perform how we would expect they
would perform. Using the method of contrasting
groups, children with varying degrees of linguistic ex-
perience with ASL performance were hypothesized to
perform significantly differently on the ASL-PA. We di-
vided the sample into our three groups: (1) native ASL,
(2) nonnative ASL, and (3) MCE-only. The ASL-PA
scores for the three groups, native ASL (M 5 17.50,
SD 5 1.93), nonnative ASL (M 5 15.03, SD 5 3.20),
and MCE (M 5 8.00, SD 5 2.30), differed signifi-
cantly, F(2, 77) 5 63.38, p , .01. Furthermore, post-
hoc pairwise comparisons, using both the Hochberg
(1974) and Gabriel (1978) methods, which are similar
to the Tukey HSD test but handle unequal sample
sizes, indicated that all groups differed significantly
from each other with a nominal p ,.05.

The variances between the native and nonnative
groups were significantly different, F(36, 27) 5 2.74,
p 5 .0082, indicating that the range of scores for the
nonnative group was somewhat larger, as might be ex-
pected due to the differences in ASL exposure. The
native signers, as a group, performed more similarly to
each other, whereas the nonnative signing group in-
cluded children with more extreme scores or levels of
proficiency.

To deal with the unequal variances, a more conser-
vative, nonparametric, approach was also taken to com-
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ply adds up the total number of target items (out of
23 possible targets) that the assessor checked off. By
contrast, implementing a ceiling rule means that the
assessor examines the pattern of ones and zeroes, as it
relates to the order of feature targets. Starting from the
first feature target, the “least difficult,” the assessor
cuts off the total score at the point just below a series
of three zeroes. Thus, even if a child happened to pro-
duce a target feature that was “more difficult,” ap-
pearing farther down on the list of targets, he or she
would not get credit for it in the total score. Using a
ceiling rule of three zeroes, the KR-20 coefficient was
.87. A higher KR-20 of .90 was obtained using a ceiling
rule of two zeroes and discarding the three poorly dis-
criminating items. The ceiling rule of three zeroes
made no difference in the scores of the Level 3 group,
resulted in two less items correct for the Level 2 group,
and one less item correct for the Level 1 group. We
decided to refrain from implementing a ceiling rule,
however, until more stable estimates of item difficulty
could be obtained and replicated with larger sample
sizes. We plan to reconsider the use of ceiling rules in
the future. Consistent with the mandates of the Stan-
dards for Educational and Psychological Measurement
(APA, 1985), we report the standard error of measure-
ment to be 1.86.

Decision consistency reliability (Subkoviak, 1976),
based on a single administration of a test, is an index
of the consistency with which classifications would be
made with all hypothetical pairs of tests consisting of
items from the domain of all possible items. The co-
efficient ranges from 0 to 1.0 and can be interpreted
as the percentage increase in decision consistency over
chance decision consistency. Using the two cut-off val-
ues for the Level 3 and Level 2, and the Level 2 and

Table 3 Means and standard deviations for native ASL, nonnative
ASL, and Manually Coded English (MCE) signers and their frequency
distribution of classification in levels 1, 2, and 3 of the ASL-PA

Group M (SD) Range Level 1 Level 2 Level 3

Native ASL 17.50 (1.93) 13–22 0 6 22
(n 5 28)
Nonnative ASL 15.03 (3.20) 9–21 6 16 15
(n 5 37)
MCE 8.00 (2.30) 3–11 15 0 0
(n 5 15)



pare the means of the three groups. Results of the
Kruskal-Wallis Chi-Square Approximation also indi-
cated that the means of the three groups differed sig-
nificantly (x2 [2, N 5 80] 5 39.85, p , .01). Pairwise
comparisons, using t tests for either equal or unequal
variances, depending on the comparison, with the
nominal alpha level of .01 corrected using the Bonfer-
roni procedure, indicated that all pairwise comparisons
differed significantly.

Considering the findings presented above, it is not
surprising that when ASL-PA scores were categorized,
the three groups (native, nonnative, MCE) differed in
terms of their placement into ASL skill groups (Levels
1, 2, and 3) as indicated by the chi-square and probabil-
ity value obtained from Fishers Exact Test (x2 [4, N 5

80] 5 59.52, p , .01). Table 3 presents the frequencies
according to participants ASL skill level classifications
(Level 1, 2, and 3), as well as the means, standard devi-
ations, and score ranges for each of the participant
groups. The results presented in Table 3 provide evi-
dence of construct validity in that the linguistic back-
ground of the child strongly predicts his or her ASL-
PA scores (i.e., natives ought to be scoring at Level 3,
MCE signers ought to be scoring at Level 1, and for
nonnatives we would expect to see a greater range of
scores, with most scores observed in Level 2 ).7

Finally, we expected that there would be no age or
gender differences in our sample. The Pearson Product
Moment and point biserial correlations between age
(r 5 .16, p 5 .15) and gender (r 5 .07, p 5 .56) with
ASL-PA score, respectively, were not statistically sig-
nificant. This means that for all participants (regard-
less of linguistic experience) there were no associations
of age or gender with ASL-PA total score. Therefore,
the ASL-PA is deemed appropriate for children be-
tween the ages of 6 and 12.

Also important in developing any new instrument
is gathering evidence of concurrent and predictive va-
lidity, and these efforts are well under way. As part of
the Singleton and S. Supalla (1999) research project,
the 80 participants (ages 6–12) were also administered
several tests from the Test Battery for ASL Morphol-
ogy and Syntax (T. Supalla et al., in press). This test
battery was designed to assess a signer’s knowledge
(as indicated by production and/or comprehension) of
specific morphological and syntactic rules in ASL.
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Each of the children in the project was given the Verbs
of Motion Production (VMP) test and the Sign Order
Comprehension (SOC) test. The participants’ perfor-
mance on these tests is now being coded. To investigate
concurrent validity of the ASL-PA instrument, future
analyses are planned to compare each child’s ASL-PA
total score with his or her score on these two other
measures of ASL skill.

One primary concern regarding the examination
of predictive validity is that many tests of English pro-
ficiency, academic achievement, or intelligence are
thought to be biased instruments against deaf children
(Bloomquist & Allen, 1988; Maller, 1996, 1997;
Maller & Ferron, 1997). Such tests were constructed
for hearing children who use spoken English; there-
fore, the construct validity of these tests when used
with deaf children is, at best, questionable. There are
some nonverbal or language-reduced intelligence tests
available with various claims or evidence of validity for
use with deaf children. For example, the Hiskey-
Nebraska Test of Learning Aptitude (Hiskey, 1966)
was normed on both deaf and hearing children. Unfor-
tunately, this test needs revision because the 1966
norms are seriously outdated. Another test frequently
used with deaf children is the Kaufman Assessment
Battery for Children (Kaufman & Kaufman, 1983), and
although this test appears to be appropriate for use
with deaf children, there is very little data on its psy-
chometric properties when used with deaf children.
The manual for the Comprehensive Test of Nonverbal
Intelligence (Hammill, Pearson, & Wederholt, 1997)
states that item bias was investigated for a sample of
deaf children. However, the methods used to detect
bias are considered to be outdated and insensitive
(Camilli & Shepard, 1994). The Universal Nonverbal
Intelligence Test (UNIT; Bracken & McCallum, 1998)
appears to be the most promising instrument for as-
sessing nonverbal intelligence in deaf children, ac-
cording to the findings of Maller (in press), because no
items were found to be more difficult for deaf children.
However, the UNIT was not yet published at the time
of our data collection. Regardless, nonverbal intelli-
gence tests tap only a very narrow scope of what might
be theorized as the construct of intelligence. Thus,
nonverbal intelligence tests, as opposed to more
language-loaded intelligence tests, do not tend to be



Strengths of the ASL-PA

Global assessment. Our aim for the ASL-PA is to provide
a global assessment of a child’s expressive ASL profi-
ciency level supported by evidence of reliability and va-
lidity. An instrument that focuses on detailed linguistic
structures can be helpful for diagnostic purposes, but
a global assessment may be more useful for general in-
take interviews or monitoring a particular student’s an-
nual progress.

Items based on ASL acquisition studies. The 23 items in-
cluded in the ASL-PA are based on a literature review
of ASL acquisition studies. Further ASL acquisition
research could result in future refinements of this in-
strument. These items reflect linguistic structures with
empirical support from native ASL acquisition. Thus,
every nonnative ASL-learning child should be working
toward mastery of these structures.

Language sample elicited from varied discourse contexts. An-
other important advantage of the ASL-PA instrument
is the language sample elicitation method. A child par-
ticipates in three distinct discourse contexts with the
idea that social context, identity of the interlocutor,
and the child’s individual communication style can all
influence a child’s expressive language at any given
time. By assessing a child across a range of discourse
contexts, we optimize the chances of eliciting a rich
language sample. A future revision of the instrument
might eliminate one discourse context, but this analysis
requires an evaluation using a much larger database.

Efficient administration and assessment. Compared to other
available instruments that assess ASL production, the
ASL-PA is fairly efficient in that it takes less than a
half-hour to administer and less than 2 hours to code
and score. Efficiency is of great importance when one
considers the staffing demands of the potential applica-
tion of annual language assessments for the deaf stu-
dent population.

Examination of psychometric properties. An instrument
that has not undergone an appropriate investigation of
its psychometric properties has an inherent weakness
in the interpretations of scores. We must be confident
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highly related to language proficiency and academic
achievement measures. Nonverbal intelligence tests
may be most useful for ruling out global cognitive
deficits. For this reason, we did administer the Test of
Nonverbal Intelligence, 2nd ed. (TONI-2; Brown,
Sherbenou, & Johnsen, 1990) in our study to avoid the
potential confound of intellectual impairment with
poor language proficiency. This strict inclusion crite-
rion thus may attenuate the correlation between ASL-
PA and TONI-2, due to restriction of range.

There are currently no tests of English proficiency
or academic achievement known to measure their con-
structs similarly for deaf and hearing children. Al-
though the Stanford Achievement Test-Hearing Im-
paired Edition (Allen, 1986) was normed on deaf
children, the items retained in the test are the same
items taken by hearing children and have been found
to be influenced by factors specific to deafness, re-
sulting in deaf and hearing children of equal ability
having different probabilities of a correct response (Al-
len, 1986; Bloomquist & Allen, 1988). In accordance
with Sections 6.2 and 6.3 of the Standards for Educa-
tional and Psychological Testing (APA, 1985) requiring
additional validity evidence when a test is used for
purposes other than those on which the test was con-
structed, we are unable to report predictive criterion-
related validity coeffecients (correlations of the ASL-
PA with educational, psychological, English language,
or other ASL proficiency tests) at the present time.
However, we do stress the importance of obtaining
concurrent criterion-related validity evidence and en-
courage such validity studies, as tests become available.

Discussion

The ASL-PA is a newly developed instrument de-
signed to evaluate children’s expressive ASL skill level.
In this article, we have described the procedures for de-
veloping, administering, and validating this instru-
ment. The ASL-PA has many strengths, as compared
to the other available ASL proficiency assessments re-
viewed above, yet there are also several limitations. In
this section, we will outline, from our perspective, the
primary strengths and limitations of the ASL-PA. We
will then discuss potential applications of the ASL-PA
and future directions of this effort.



that an instrument actually assesses what it purports to
assess. The psychometric properties of the ASL-PA
have been studied extensively and the instrument con-
tinues to be under development. Our aim is to create an
instrument that provides an assessor with a meaningful
assessment of a child’s expressive ASL skill. We plan
to continue to expand our database and gather further
evidence of the instrument’s psychometric properties.

Current Limitations of the ASL-PA

We acknowledge that in its current version the ASL-
PA has some limitations.

Limited age range. The age range for the ASL-PA is 6 to
12 years because that was the age range of our partici-
pant group in our ongoing research project. There is a
need for further development of instruments that tar-
get a younger age group (although the ASL-CDI and
Signed Language Development Checklist can be used
to assess children under age 6). It is possible that in
future revisions of the ASL-PA we could expand the
age range to include younger children.

Knowledgeable assessor required. To date, only researchers
with substantial knowledge of ASL linguistic structure
have used the ASL-PA. We anticipate that with train-
ing (e.g., a manual and/or video demonstrating the
23 targets), an ASL-fluent individual with some pro-
fessional knowledge regarding assessment and some
amount of ASL linguistic sophistication could become
a reliable assessor. Plans are under way for school-based
field testing of the ASL-PA with nonresearcher as-
sessors.

Large sample norms not yet available. The present data-
base for the ASL-PA is 80 participants; thus, no large
sample norms are available for use in child assessment.
For example, it may valuable to know how a particular
child of a certain age with a certain number of years of
ASL experience is faring compared to other deaf chil-
dren with similar background characteristics. Over
time, a larger database of ASL-PA profiles will accrue
that might permit us to establish normative data. The
ASL-PA is presently a criterion-referenced instrument
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that is useful for assessing a child’s individual expres-
sive ASL skill against some predetermined level based
on language mastery objectives or the child’s own past
performance on this scale (i.e., measuring individual
growth over time).

Potential difficulty with peer interaction segment. In consid-
ering the logistics of assessing children’s language
skills, probably within a school setting, we recognize
that one aspect of the language sample elicitation pro-
cedures could pose difficulties. The Peer Interaction
discourse segment may be difficult to collect, especially
in the context of an intake session or first-time assess-
ment. In this case, it may be hard to find a suitable in-
terlocutor (i.e., age-matched child with a similar level
of ASL experience) for a target child. Until we can ob-
tain a larger sample base, we are unable to determine
whether the ASL-PA assessment lacks evidence of va-
lidity when the Peer Interaction segment is omitted.

Potential Applications of the ASL-PA

To date, the ASL-PA has been used only for research
purposes. We administered the ASL-PA to deaf chil-
dren participating in our study, which examines the
role of ASL as the language of instruction upon ASL
development and written English skills (Singleton &
S. Supalla, 1996; Singleton et al., 1998), and peer inter-
action skills (S. Supalla, Parham, & Singleton, 1996).
For our research questions, we needed to obtain a
global assessment of each participant’s ASL skill. The
ASL-PA assessment allowed us to objectively evaluate
the ASL skills of children attending ASL-using
schools, as compared to traditional residential pro-
grams for the deaf that use MCE in the classroom, and
assess the potential benefits of ASL-fluency among
nonnative signers. Research requiring a basic, global
assessment of a child’s ASL skill could use the ASL-
PA instrument. S. Supalla and Wix continue to use the
ASL-PA as part of ongoing student assessment in stud-
ies being conducted at a charter school (Laurent Clerc
Elementary School) in Tucson, Arizona. Additionally,
the ASL-PA could be used for specific ASL linguistic
research (e.g., the study of nonmanual markers) or be
further developed for use with ASL acquisition studies.



Future Directions

As we stated earlier, the ASL-PA continues to be under
development. Our team plans to continue gathering
further evidence of the psychometric properties of the
instrument. For example, we will have potential data to
assess test-retest reliability as the participants in our
project were administered the ASL-PA twice during
our project period. We also administered several other
ASL tests to our sample and have plans to examine fur-
ther the concurrent validity of the ASL-PA, with the
caveat that these other tests have no published reports
of their psychometric properties. Plans are under way
to begin further testing at various field sites. This effort
will help us build a new, larger sample database from
which we can crossvalidate the cut-off scores so that we
can ensure the appropriateness of the standards we
have set for Levels 1, 2, and 3. Our new database will
also allow us to examine whether all three discourse
segments are necessary. If one segment is deemed re-
dundant, we can eliminate it and save administration
and coding time in future versions of the ASL-PA.
Concurrent with the field-testing, we plan to develop
materials for assessor training. Over time, we can work
with particular sites to determine training effectiveness
and assessor reliability.

Once we are satisfied with the psychometric prop-
erties of the ASL-PA and its application in nonre-
search contexts, we aim to expand the function and use
of the instrument. First, we recognize the need for a
more “diagnostic” application of the instrument, as op-
posed to global skill level assessment. With a large data-
base, we might conduct cluster analyses to determine
whether particular subtypes or performance patterns
are related to certain participant characteristics (e.g.,
age, linguistic, and schooling experience) or might war-
rant specific instructional intervention or learning
strategies. Furthermore, as we develop a better under-
standing of the individual variation of deaf students’
performance on the ASL-PA, we can also consider
what might be included in an omnibus test of ASL
comprehension. Comprehension tests may be quicker
to administer and score, but the design must be in-
formed by what we know about patterns of ASL pro-
duction.

Another expansion of the ASL-PA will involve the
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We also have considered several potential applica-
tions of the ASL-PA in nonresearch settings. With the
widely varying communication skills of profoundly
deaf children born to hearing parents and the need for
appropriate language planning for individual children,
schools need to conduct some kind of baseline language
assessment when they first accept a child to their pro-
gram or begin to provide intervention services to a
child and his or her family. Historically, school psy-
chologists, speech and language clinicians, or audiolo-
gists have conducted these kinds of intake evaluations.
These evaluations have tended to focus on the English
language skills of the child. Until recently, clinicians
had no way of reliably assessing a child’s ASL abilities.
It would not be uncommon for a clinician to write a
comment in a child’s file such as, “Danny seems to be
more ASL-like and lacks the speech and language skills
that would be appropriate for his age.” Notice that ASL
is not even treated as a language in this comment, nor
does the clinician provide any evidence for the ill-
defined phrase “more ASL-like.”

With evidence of adequate psychometric proper-
ties, the ASL-PA enables us to reconsider the tradi-
tional practices of professionals whose responsibility it
is to assess the communication skills of deaf children.
No longer would clinicians need to depend on poten-
tially biased instruments for evaluations, instruments
that do not directly measure ASL proficiency, or in-
struments without evidence of reliability and validity.
Moreover, language assessment may not be the sole
purview of traditionally trained clinicians (e.g.,
speech/language clinicians, audiologists, or school
psychologists). We envision an essential role for ASL-
fluent language specialists who could accurately assess,
with the help of the ASL-PA instrument, the ASL
skills of a deaf child (see Wix, 1993, for a discussion of
a new profession: American Sign Language Specialist).
In addition, having an objective measure of expressive
ASL skill would be useful for documenting and moni-
toring the progress of a child’s language development.
For example, in the preparation and evaluation of a
child’s IEP, an ASL-PA score would be valuable infor-
mation to school personnel and parents alike. Never-
theless, it is in the best interest of the child to use mul-
tiple measures in any assessment situation, especially if
there is a concern regarding linguistic proficiency.



development of more detailed companion assessments
(still using the same three discourse contexts) that fo-
cus on particular communication skills. For example,
based on the Peer Interaction segment, we are con-
structing a detailed measurement of peer communica-
tion skills such as turntaking, initiation, and speaking/
listening skills in ASL (S. Supalla et al., 1996). This
could yield important information about a child’s abil-
ity to communicate with his or her peers and might po-
tentially address social interaction problems. Another
example is an assessment of a child’s signed narrative
abilities based on the Story Retelling segment. Such
detailed assessments would be valuable to researchers
and practitioners initiating literacy and social interac-
tion interventions.

We have made every effort to construct an instru-
ment that is efficient and shows adequate evidence of
reliability and validity. We see the ASL-PA as a promis-
ing instrument for assessing elementary school-age
children’s ASL proficiency with potential application
in research and language assessment contexts.

Appendix 1

Studies Included in ASL Acquisition Literature
Review:

Bahan & Pettito, 1980; Baker-Shenk, 1983; Bellugi &
Klima, 1982; Bonvillian, Orlansky, & Novack, 1983;
Kantor, 1980; Launer, 1982; Loew, 1980; Meier, 1982;
Newport, 1981; Newport & Meier, 1985; Newport &
Supalla, 1980; Pettito, 1990; Pizzuto, 1990; Reilly,
McIntire, & Bellugi, 1990, 1991; T. Supalla, 1982;
T. Supalla & Newport, 1978.

Appendix 2

Interview Questions/Topics (translated from ASL)

1. Discuss this week’s current news.
2. Do you like to play? What is your favorite activ-

ity? What do you do for fun?
3. Tell me how you would catch a mouse.
4. Imagine you are rich, what would you do with

the money?
5. What would you give your mother/father/sis-

ter/brother for his/her birthday?
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6. Imagine you could plan your own birthday
party, what would it be like? What gifts, decorations,
food, location, or activity would you have?

7. Imagine your school was going to build a new
playground, what would you wish for? What equip-
ment would you pick?

8. Imagine you came into a room and found two
people fighting with each other, what would you do?

9. Imagine the (famous sports team)
or (famous amusement park nearby) decided
to give away some free admission tickets to your school!
How would you distribute the limited number of tick-
ets? How could this be fair?

10. Imagine you are invited to your friend’s house
for an overnight stay, but your parents said “NO.” What
would you do? How could you convince your parents
to let you go—what would you say?

11. I am curious . . . do you sign in your dreams?
Tell me about this . . . .

Notes

1. Intercoder reliability for the “tally procedure” was deter-
mined by correlation of rank orders of frequency of occurrence
of the target features.

2. This instrument was developed for use in the Singleton
and S. Supalla study in which one goal was to determine linguis-
tic outcomes of deaf students of hearing parents attending an
ASL-immersion residential school (i.e., bilingual/bicultural
school). We wanted to know whether these nonnative ASL stu-
dents performed more like (a) their native ASL peers (high),
(b) other nonnative students attending residential schools that
are not considered bi/bi (moderate), or (c) deaf students who
have no exposure to ASL (low). Thus, our rationale for establish-
ing three proficiency categories (as opposed to two or four) is
borne out of the design of the original study.

3. Manually Coded English (MCE) refers to the artificial
English-based sign systems that eudcators developed in the
1970s in hopes of providing deaf students with greater access to
the English language. MCEs are the predominant mode of com-
munication used in current educational practice. See Wilbur
(1979) for more information on MCE.

4. We first established intercoder reliability between the pri-
mary and secondary deaf assessors. This was done by examining
the consistency between the two coders on the language samples
of four children (ages 6, 7, 8, and 10; 1 with Deaf parents, 3 with
Hearing parents), on the presence of 23 target features for each
of the three discourse contexts (5 69 intercoder comparisons)
for each child. Coders matched on .69, .82, .87, and 1.00 for the
four children. For the most part, the language background of the
child being assessed was not known to the primary assessor; how-
ever, in 13 cases the child’s status was known because of the pri-



Bellugi, U., & Klima, E. (1982). The acquisition of three mor-
phological systems in American Sign Language. Papers and
Reports on Child Language Development, 1–34.

Berk, R. A. (1976). Determination of optimal cutting scores in
criterion-referenced measurement. Journal of Experimental
Education, 45, 4–9.

Bloomquist, C. A., & Allen, T. E. (1988, April). Comparison of
mathematics test item performance by hearing and hearing im-
paired students. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the
American Educational Research Association, New Orleans.

Bonvillian, J., Orlansky, M., & Novack, L. (1983). Early sign lan-
guage acquisition and its relation to cognitive and motor
development. In J. G. Kyle & B. Woll (Eds.), Language in
sign: International perspectives on sign language (pp. 116–125).
London: Groom Helm.

Bracken, B. A., & MacCallum, S. (1998). Universal Nonverbal
Intelligence Test. Chicago: Riverside.

Brown, L., Sherbenou, R. J., & Johnsen, S. K. (1990). TONI-2:
Test of Nonverbal Intelligence, 2nd ed. Austin, TX: Pro-Ed.

Caccamise, F., & Newell, W. (1995). Evaluating sign language
communication skills: The Sign Communication Profi-
ciency Interview (SCPI). In R. Myers (Ed.), Standards of
care for the delivery of mental health services to deaf and hard
of hearing persons (pp. 33–35). Silver Spring, MD: National
Association of the Deaf.

Caccamise, F., & Newell, W. (1999). Sign Communication Profi-
ciency Interview (SCPI): Scheduling, interviewing, rating, &
sharing results. Working Paper, National Technical Institute
for the Deaf, Rochester Institute of Technology, Rochester,
NY.

Caccamise, F., Newell, W., Lang, H., & Metz, D. (1996). Sign
Communication Proficiency Interview (SCPI) reliability stud-
ies. Working Paper, National Technical Institute for the
Deaf, Rochester Institute of Technology, Rochester, NY.

Camilli, G., & Shepard, L. A. (1994). Methods for identifying bi-
ased test items. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Coulter, G. (1979). American Sign Language typology. Unpub-
lished doctoral dissertation, University of California, San
Diego.

Dube, R. V. (1995/1996). Language assessment of deaf children:
American Sign Language and English. Journal of the Ameri-
can Deafness and Rehabilitation Association, 29 (3 and 4),
8–16.

Emmorey, K. & Reilly, J. (1995). Theoretical issues relating lan-
guage, gesture, and space: An overview. In K. Emmorey &
J. Reilly (Eds.), Language, gesture, and space (pp. 1–16). Hills-
dale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Fenson, L., Dale, P. S., Reznick, J. S., Thal, D., Bates, E., Har-
tung, J. P., Pethick, S., & Reilly, J. S. (1993). The MacArthur
Communicative Development Inventories: User’s guide and
technical manual. San Diego: Singular Publishing Group.

Gabriel, K. R. (1978). A simple method of multiple comparisons
of means. Journal of the American Statistical Association, 73,
364.

Galvan, D. (1995, March). Morphological complexity of verbs in
American Sign Language: A measure of language acquisition.
Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Edu-
cational Research Association, San Francisco.
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mary assessor’s preexisting relationship with them. Therefore,
we asked the secondary coder to reassess those 13 samples to
check for possible coding bias, and none was found. In addition,
the second assessor scored 11 of the 80 samples included in the
data set.

5. In traditional psychometric terminology, these indices are
referred to as “item difficulty.” In this context, these indices cor-
respond to probability of occurrence and they are related to the
construct of ASL proficiency. We ordered the target features
based on item difficulty estimates because we conducted explor-
atory ceiling rule analyses.

6. It is not surprising that these particular items were not
highly discriminating. All participants, regardless of their sign-
ing background, were able to produce single- and two-sign utter-
ances (items 1 and 3) and point-to-self deictic reference (item 4).

7. One additional piece of qualitative evidence for validity
comes from one MCE child who had been dropped from the
study due to failure to meet participant selection criteria. After
we had run this child through the ASL-PA assessment protocol,
we learned that in the previous year he had attended a state resi-
dential school. This contact with ASL forced us to exclude him
from the MCE sample. We still scored his language sample and
found that he scored at Level 2 ASL proficiency. We find it inter-
esting that after one year in a traditional residential school, he
had learned a considerable amound of ASL, setting him apart
from his MCE peers, yet still not enough ASL to bring him to
Level 3.
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