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In a 2001 study of lexical variation in American Sign Language (ASL), Lucas, Bayley, and Valli found that of 34 lexical signs examined, 27 had one variant shared across the seven U.S. sites used for data collection. So, for example, while many of the sites had their own signs for CHICKEN, all of the sites shared the “opening-and-closing G at the mouth” variant. In order to understand the nature of this lexical variation, it is necessary to understand the sociohistorical context in which the variation occurs. This paper will examine the parts of this context that concern the residential schools for deaf children established in the United States starting in 1817 and will focus on the residential schools in the seven sites in which data was collected for a large study of sociolinguistic variation in ASL. The sites include Massachuetts, Maryland, Virginia, Louisiana, Kansas, California, and Washington State. A brief historical sketch of each school will be provided as well as an account of the pattern observed at each school:  the transition from the exclusive use of signs to the use of a combined method and then to oralism. The main focus of the paper will be on illustrating the connection of each school to the American School for the Deaf (ASD) in Hartford, Connecticut and on how the schools participated directly in the creation of an ASL community across the United States. It is well known that “ In America, as in France, the mother school sent its teachers and Deaf graduates throughout the country to teach in various Deaf schools and to found new ones. As early as 1834, a single signed dialect was recognized in the schools for Deaf students in the U.S. [emphasis added]” (Lane et al. 1996). In the seven sites in question, two- Boston and Virginia-  have direct connections to ASD while the remaining five have “second-generation” connections, i.e. graduates of schools that had been founded by ASD graduates went on to found or teach in other schools.  For example, Rev. Job Turner was a student at ASD from 1833-1839 and subsequently taught at the Virginia School for the Deaf in Staunton. George Layton was a Deaf man who graduated from the Virginia school and then from what is now Gallaudet University. He was hired to teach at the Washington State school when it opened in 1886 (Brelje and Tibbs 1986). The resulting overall picture is one of the methodical movement of ASL across the continent through the residential schools and their surrounding communities, with additional support for the movement coming from the various deaf sports, civic, and religious organizations. A clear picture of the movement of ASL across the continent helps explain how shared lexical forms exist alongside regional variants.   
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