Sign Language Assessment:
A bridge between theory and practice
Over the past couple of decades, research on theoretical issues in sign language
linguistics has grown exponentially and significantly contributed to our understanding of
language processing. These discoveries, particularly the early studies that illustrated how
signed languages are natural languages, have liberated the deaf community in many ways
(Hauser, 2004). Yet, there remains a great need for a bridge between theoretical findings
and Deaf Education and sign language instruction, particularly the development of sign
language proficiency measures (e.g., Paludnevičience, Hauser, Daggett, & Kurz, 2012).
While spoken language proficiency tests have been used for government, occupational,
clinical, research, and educational purposes around the world for generations, many
countries do not have any sign language proficiency tests. Sign language proficiency
tests enables researchers to conduct new psycholinguistic (e.g., Kubus, Rathmann,
Morford, & Wilkinson, 2010; Morford, Wilkinson, Villwock, Piñar, & Kroll, 2011) and
neurolinguistic (e.g., Corina, Lawyer, Hauser, & Hirshorn, 2013) research. Such tests
enable clinicians and educators to document and track children’s sign language
development and identify those who require sign language intervention (e.g., QuintoPozos, Singleton, Hauser, Levine, Garberoglio, & Hou, 2012).
The marriage between current psychometric theory and theoretical sign language
linguistics yields state-of-the-art assessment instruments. This talk will focus on two
main theories of test development: Classical Test Theory (CTT) and Item Response
Theory (IRT) including the Rasch Model. Emphasis will be placed on how current
linguistics findings are used as the framework for test development. Three tests that were
developed based on different aspects of theoretical linguistics research will be discussed.
The levels of linguistics analysis that will be discussed and the relevant tests are: (a)
phonology (ASL Discrimination Test, Bochner, Christie, Hauser, & Searls, 2011); (b)
depiction or depicting verbs (ASL Comprehension Test, Hauser, Paludnevičience, Dudis,
Riddle, & Daggett, 2010); and, (c) a global test that involves all levels of grammar (ASL
Sentence Reproduction Test, Hauser, Paludnevičiene, Supalla, & Bavelier, 2008). This
talk will also discuss the importance of analyzing the Age of Acquisition and differences
between native and non-native signers to establish construct validity. The purpose of this
talk is to illustrate how sign language linguistics can contribute test development and
ultimately having an impact on both theory and practice.

