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Abstract: 
The estimated deaf population in Nicaragua, at 600,000, far exceeds the estimates in surrounding 
countries. There is only one deaf association in the country: Asociación Nacional de Sordos de Nicaragua 
(ANSNIC). ANSNIC is focused on providing a place for deaf people to meet, support each other, and 
develop the community. In addition to ANSNIC, deaf people meet at religious services and with at least 
six known deaf ministries meeting in the capital city of Managua. Since its emergence in the late 1970s 
with increased deaf interaction in deaf schools, the government has recognized Nicaraguan Sign 
Language (ISN) as the first language of the deaf community, approved the use of ISN in deaf classrooms 
in 1993, and helped publish the first ISN dictionary in 1997. In 1997, ANSNIC estimated that there were 
3,000 ISN users in Nicaragua with most others having little access to a developed sign language. ISN 
continues to gain prestige and acceptance in the general Nicaraguan community and the number of ISN 
users grows as ANSNIC pursues unification of the deaf people throughout Nicaragua.  
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1 Introduction 
In this paper I will present a brief overview of Nicaragua’s deaf community and sign language situation, 
paying particular attention to the sociolinguistic environment and their language development needs. 
Because of the large amount of information available about the deaf community in Nicaragua, I will 
provide a list of resources throughout the paper to guide further investigation instead of summarizing the 
great deal of research and publications already available. 

2 Overview of Nicaragua 
The Republic of Nicaragua is located in Central America, south of Honduras and north of Costa Rica, 
with the Pacific Ocean to the west and the Caribbean Sea to the east. Nicaragua’s land area is 46,430 
square miles (120,254 square kilometers), making it the largest country in Central America. See Figure 1 
for a map of Nicaragua in its geographical context within Central America (Lonelyplanet.com 2011). 
 

Figure 1: Central America Map 

 
 
Nicaragua is divided into 15 departments and the two autonomous regions of Atlantico Norte and 
Atlantico Sur. Its capital is Managua, which is located in the western part of the country. The estimated 
population of Nicaragua as of 2010 is six million, with one quarter of that population living in Managua 
(CIA World Factbook 2010). Most Nicaraguans live in the western part of the country. Other than 
Managua, large cities with populations over 90 thousand include Leon, Chinandega, Masaya, and Esteli, 
all located north of the capital city. Grenada, at roughly 80 thousand people, is the largest city south of 
Managua. Major cities in the eastern part of the country include Puerto Cabezas, Bluefields, and San 
Carlos, but none of these cities have more than 40 thousand inhabitants (Citypopulation.com 2010). 
Roughly 57% of Nicaraguans are reported to reside in urban areas. See Figure2 for a map of Nicaragua’s 
major cities and land forms (CIA World Factbook 2010) and Figure 3 for a map of Nicaragua’s 
population density (as of 1973, but with the modern population spread looking similar), with darker 
colors indicating denser parts of the country in terms of population (Mapcruzin.com 2010). 
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Figure 2: Nicaragua Map 

 
 
 

Figure 3: Nicaragua Population Density Map 

 
Christopher Columbus brought Spanish settlement when he found Nicaragua in the sixteenth century. In 
1821, Nicaragua declared their independence from Spain and, in 1838, the Republic of Nicaragua became 
an independent country. The 1960s brought with it massive social upheaval, civil unrest, and political 
revolution. 1979 was a pivotal time in Nicaragua’s history with the overthrow of the Somoza dynasty 
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through the Sandanista uprising. In 1990, the Sandanista lost the vote to the National Opposition Union 
and the last two decades have seen a variety of parties holding the presidential position, with Daniel 
Ortega currently serving as President.  
 
Prior to the beginning of the revolution in 1979, Nicaragua was one of the wealthiest and most developed 
countries in Central America. Now, it is the poorest in Central America and the second poorest country in 
all of the Americas, following Haiti. Roughly 6% of the population is unemployed and, as of 2008, 46.5% 
of Nicaraguans were underemployed. In 2005, 48% of Nicaraguans were considered to live under the 
country’s poverty line (CIA World Factbook 2010). Although unemployment in Nicaragua for the general 
population is high, it is probable that for those with disabilities it is even higher. Law 185 requires 
employers to hire one disabled person for every 50 employees, but it is doubtful that this is enforced as 
less than 1% of government-paid workers report having a disability. Although there is no national 
disability action plan or cross-disability organization, there are some government-funded vocational 
training programs for disabled Nicaraguans, but out of these programs only one disabled person is placed 
in a job each year. Law 202 (Prevention, Rehabilitation, and Equal Opportunities for Persons with 
Disabilities) provides some protection for disabled Nicaraguans, but government offices and disabled 
people themselves are often unaware of its measures or that it has been established (International 
Disability Rights Monitor 2010). 
 
Literacy levels are low, with only 67.5% of the population over age 15 being able to read and write 
Spanish, the official language. According to the Ethnologue, there are five living languages currently in 
use in Nicaragua that have over 50 speakers, including (ordered by highest to lowest number of speakers): 
Spanish, Miskito, Nicaragua Creole English, Sumo-Mayangna, and Nicaraguan Sign Language (Lewis 
2009). Christianity is the majority religion in Nicaragua, with almost 60% of Nicaraguans following the 
Roman Catholic faith and over 20% being Evangelical (CIA World Factbook 2010).  

3 Disability and deafness 
According to International Disability Rights Monitor (2004), the political revolution that lasted from 1960 
to 1990 brought with it such violence and conflict that the number of disabled persons rapidly increased. 
The National Institute of Statistics and Census (INEC) found that an average of 12.5% of the 2004 
population (an estimated 675 thousand people) had a disability. This figure is an average of the entire 
country, with the more populated northern part of the country having a higher disability percentage at 
14% and other regions with a lower percentage of 10% (Barreto 2008). However, the Coordinator for 
Rehabilitation for the National Technological Institute (INATEC) indicates that that number may actually 
be over 15%, and the Ministry of Health (MINSA), the Nicaraguan Federation of Organizations for 
Rehabilitation and Integration (FECONORI), and INEC believe that this number is growing by as much 
as 2.7% annually. A large part of this drastic increase in the disabled population could be due to a major 
hurricane in 2008 randomly spreading land mines throughout the country that had been planted during the 
revolution (International Disability Rights Monitor 2004).  
 
Definitions of what it means to be deaf are largely influenced by contextual factors. While many deaf 
people view themselves solely as a cultural and linguistic group, others may pay more attention to their 
hearing status or hearing loss. In Nicaragua, it appears that hearing society may label people as deaf, not 
based on their hearing status, but based instead on perceptions about their ability to speak. For many deaf 
Nicaraguans, being called “mute” is highly offensive while being “deaf” is a matter of pride. Deaf people 
may view other deaf people who cannot sign (and are therefore “mute”) much the same way that hearing 
people view deaf people who cannot speak (Senghas 2003). For more information about Nicaragua’s 
general perspective toward deafness and how it relates with disability, see: 
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• Polich, Laura. 2005. The diagnosis of deafness in Nicaragua. In Diagnosis as cultural practice, 
Ch. 11, 223–237. Mouton de Gruyter: Berlin, Germany. 

 
Because of differences in perspective of what it means to be deaf, estimates of the deaf population in a 
country can vary widely. Sordo Nautas (2009) estimates that 10% of the Nicaraguan population has 
significant hearing loss, pointing to a deaf and hard of hearing count of 600,000 people. In comparison, 
the National Association of the Deaf in Nicaragua indicates that there were approximately 3,000 Idioma 
de Señas de Nicaragua (Nicaragua Sign Language-ISN) users as of 1997.  

4 Deaf education 
In Nicaragua, elementary education is compulsory and free, paid for by Nicaraguan taxes. There are now 
48 universities in Nicaragua and 113 colleges (Wikipedia 2010). The National Autonomous University of 
Nicaragua (UNAN) offers special courses in special education. In addition, some colleges offer courses 
on disability-related topics such as disability rights and public policy (International Disability Rights 
Monitor 2004), MINSA, and the Ministry of Education, Culture and Sports (MECD) report that 12% of 
children aged 0-16 are disabled but that only 3.5% of children aged 6-16 go to Special Education 
programs. Barreto (2008) reports that only 12% of people with disabilities have completed primary school 
and 56% are illiterate.  
 
Although special education centers in Nicaragua attempted to provide education past primary school for 
two years at the turn of the century, lack of resources led to the ending of these programs in 2002. More 
information about Nicaragua’s special education system can be found at:  

• Miron, G. 1996. Special needs education in Nicaragua. Stockholm: Institute of International 
Education. 

• International Disability Rights Monitor. 2004. Nicaragua: 2004 IDRM Country Report. 
http://www.ideanet.org/content.cfm?id=585971. 

 
The history of deaf education in Nicaragua is well documented by Laura Polich, and both an in-depth and 
concise recounting can be found respectively in her book and an earlier article: 

• Polich, Laura. 2005. The emergence of the Deaf Community in Nicaragua: “With sign language 
you can learn so much”. Gallaudet University Press: Washington, D.C. 

• Polich, Laura. 2000. The search for Proto-NSL: Looking for the roots of the Nicaraguan Deaf 
Community. In Melanie Metzger (ed.), Bilingualism and identity in Deaf Communities, 255-305. 
Gallaudet University: Washington, D.C. 

 
Polich (2000) and Kegl et al. (1999) indicate that the private school, Escuela de Enseñanza Especial No. I, 
that was located in Managua’s Barrio San Sebastian (later known as the “Berrios” school) had ten deaf 
students out of a total 20 and is the first-known deaf education opportunity in Nicaragua. After it moved 
to a new location in Managua following the 1972 earthquake, Polich believes that they continued to have 
deaf students, with as many as 50 deaf students at any given time, until 1976 when the school closed. 
While a sign system did emerge in this setting, both Kegl et al. and Polich indicate that students had little 
contact outside of their oral classrooms and Kegl et al. indicate that these deaf individuals are not 
currently integrated into the Nicaraguan deaf community and have not maintained contact with each 
other. According to Polich, “there is no evidence of the existence of any deaf community in Nicaragua 
between 1946 and 1977”, and one of the deaf students at this school in the early 1960s reports that 
“visiting among students after classes in their homes was not common while he was in school but became 
more usual in the late 1970s” (260). 
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Deaf people outside of the capital had no educational opportunities until 1974 when a special school 
was established in León. In its first year, 20 deaf students were brought together in two classrooms. 
Also in 1974, a special school in Chinandega reportedly had ten deaf students. Paul Wallace, a 
missionary from the United States, started a deaf school in Puerto Cabezas (on the northeast coast) but 
left shortly after arriving due to the imminent revolution. In 1978, a local Roman Catholic priest built a 
special school, and in 1982 the school began accepting deaf students again (Polich 2000). It appears 
that this school moved and may now be connected to the Home school in Ciudad Dario (northeast of 
Managua), managed by the Sisters of Charity of St. Anne. Of a reported 200 students, 60 are deaf 
(Ecosol-sord n.d.). 
 
In 1977, the Centro National de Educacion Especial (CNEE) opened in San Judas, Managua with 32 deaf 
students out of a total of 120. A teacher who had studied in Panama and Uruguay, Ruthy Duran, was 
brought in from León to serve as the head teacher for the deaf students. The number of deaf students 
quickly grew over the course of two years and by the time of the Sandinista Revolution in 1979, five of 
the seven established special schools accepted deaf and hard of hearing students. A vocational school for 
deaf children was established in 1980, the “Centro Ocupacional para los Discapacitados”, in Villa 
Libertad, Managua (Polich 2000). 
 
By 1983, 400 deaf children were attending the special schools, primarily at the San Judas and vocational 
schools. By 2000, 2,000 deaf students were enrolled in one of the 27 special schools (WorldLingo n.d.). 
According to Morales (2002), the national deaf association ANSNIC indicates that 10,000 deaf people 
were known to not be receiving formal education of any kind in 2000. In 2002, only a little over 20.8% of 
deaf Nicaraguans had received any formal education, a number which began to steadily drop after that 
year due to a decrease in educational opportunities because of a lack of trained teachers and interpreters. 
In 2008, there were only 26 qualified teachers for deaf students––not nearly enough to handle the 
thousands still needing even basic education (Barreto 2008).  
 
One Christian private deaf school was established in 1992: the Escuela Cristiana de Sordos Isaias 28:19 
(Christian School for the Deaf Isaiah 28:19). Established in Managua by an Assembly of God missionary 
couple (Matt and Eva Barlow; Matt is deaf and Eva is hearing), it offers education levels from preschool 
through high school. Based on the promotional videos that they posted on YouTube, this couple knows 
and uses American Sign Language (ASL). However, it appears that they use ISN when interacting with 
students or staff, and the school itself is run in Nicaraguan Sign Language. Classes follow the traditional 
school year in Nicaragua and begin in February. Additional information and a means to contact them can 
be found at: 

• Escuela Cristiana de Sordos contact information: esccristsordos@hotmail.com. Km 10 ¾, 
carretera vieja Leon, 200 mts. Al norte, 100 mts este, 100 mts sur, Telephone 2265-4910, 2265-
4912. 

• Barlow’s Website: makingadifferenceinnicaragua.org. Mailing address: Apt 2595, Managua, 
Nicaragua. Email: matthew.barlow@agmd.org and Evabarlow49@yahoo.com. Home telephone: 
724.498.4126, Cell phone: 011.505.465.6290, vp#765.284.1504.  

• Five videos describing the school on YouTube: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3RYOrTSWNNU&feature=related and 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pBSjStz8Fvs. 
 

In 1995, Judy Shepard-Kegl and James Kegl established a small school for deaf children in Bluefields, 
Nicaragua, on the eastern coast of the country: Escuelita’s de Bluefields. The Kegls established a school 
in this location because the Atlantic coast is isolated and sign language had not emerged in any type of 
deaf community there. Their first sign language and deaf culture course included 20 deaf students from all 
along the Atlantic coast and ranging from ages 4 to 37. The school was supported by the national deaf 
association who supplied a group of signers to teach the course. Now, the school runs year-round as a 
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boarding school with deaf Nicaraguan teachers and additional support from specialists from the United 
States, Canada, and Great Britain (Glovin 1998). The Bluefield school has adopted SignWriting as a 
means of encouraging ISN and Spanish literacy. For more information, see:  

• Gangel-Vasquez, Janice. 2003. Literacy in Nicaraguan Sign Language: Assessing “Written Sign” 
recognition skills at the Escuelita de Bluefields. California State University: Dominguez Hills, 
California. 

• Shepard-Kegl, James. 15 October 2002. Teaching literacy to deaf students in Nicaragua: A 
common sense two-step approach. http://www.signwriting.org/archive/docs2/sw0162-NI-
Teaching-Literacy.pdf. 

• Gangel-Vasquez, Janice M. 1998. Literacy in Nicaraguan Sign Language: Assessing word 
recognition skills at the Escuelita de Bluefields. Ann Arbor, Michigan: U.M.I. 1998–vi, 51 p.: 
California State University. Ph.D dissertation. 

• Clark, Darline. Sign writing in Nicaragua. In Valerie Sutton (ed.), 1996 year-end report, 2–6. 

5 APRIAS/ANSNIC 
La Asociación de Integración Pro-Ayuda al Sordo de Nicaragua (APRIAS)––the Association of Pro-
Integration for the Deaf in Nicaragua––was founded in 1986. It is the only deaf association for deaf 
people in Nicaragua. In 1990, a Deaf Swede was sponsored by the Swedish Federation of the Deaf (SDR) 
to help educate APRIAS members about deaf culture and identity, also contributing salaries to the 
APRIAS officers and purchasing a meeting place for the new association. SDR continues to assist Deaf 
Nicaraguans as they become an established community (Senghas 2003). 
 
In 1994, APRIAS changed its name to the Asociación Nacional de Sordos de Nicaragua (ANSNIC) and is 
now a national member of the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD 2010, Senghas 2003). The association 
is recognized by the government as representative of the Nicaraguan deaf community and is largely 
responsible for unifying the deaf community, pursuing sign language interpreting, sign language research, 
deaf education, services to deaf-blind people, and organizing deaf sports activities. Since its founding, 
APRIAS has helped establish at least 14 local deaf associations apart from the main headquarters (WFD 
2008). According to Polich (2005), ANSNIC reported having 385 registered members in 1997. By 2008, 
there were 801 members: 785 deaf, 8 hard of hearing, and 8 hearing, 379 women and 414 men. All of the 
association board members are deaf and all deaf members are reported to use sign language (WFD 2008). 
ANSNIC’s current president is Javier Lopez. More information about ANSNIC can be found through: 

• ANSNIC headquarters: III Etapa del Sandy, Carretera a Masaya, 2, Cuadras Arriba, 1 ½, Cuadra 
al Lago, Managua, Nicaragua Fax: 505.277.0666, Email: ansnic@ibw.com.ni. 

• ANSNIC Blog, including photos and videos of deaf people signing ISN and explaining why they 
go to the deaf association: http://ansnic.wordpress.com/. 

• Description of ANSNIC by association president, Javier Lopez, as interviewed by a Costa Rican 
(7 minutes): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wP0Uhi6crAA. 

 
One other organization in Nicaragua that deserves special mention is Los Pipitos, a group of parents who 
have children with various disabilities, including parents with deaf children. According to Senghas: 

 
Los Pipitos has an oralist orientation, does audiological screening of children, and directs them 
toward speech pathologists and other professions but away from ANSNIC. Los Pipitos officials 
and staff members are often professionally trained and certified, so they claim a professional 
competence unattained by current ANSNIC members or officers. (2004:15)  
 

It appears that many parents of deaf children may not know that ANSNIC exists because they are directed 
specifically to Los Pipitos. It follows that many deaf Nicaraguans have no idea of ANSNIC’s presence or 
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the possibility of connecting with this core part of the Nicaraguan deaf community. However, ignorance 
is not the only reason for deaf people not becoming involved in ANSNIC. Other deaf people may sign but 
choose not to affiliate with ANSNIC and some deaf individuals may be barred from ANSNIC events 
because of personal issues (such as violence or alcoholism) that are believed to possibly affect other 
members negatively. 

6 Deaf religious ministries 
There are a number of deaf religious services where some deaf Nicaraguans meet. According to Barlow 
(2010), there are currently six small deaf ministries connected with local churches in Managua alone, 
including independent churches, a Church of Christ interpreted service, the Jehovah’s Witness service, 
and their own ministry. All of these services are held in or interpreted to Nicaraguan Sign Language. It is 
unknown if any deaf ministries exist outside of the capital city. 
 
Similar to other Latin American countries, Nicaragua has a strong Jehovah’s Witness presence. 
According to Perkinson (n.d.), the first Jehovah’s Witness missionaries arrived in Nicaragua in the 1960s 
and 1970s and, by April 2002, 289 “pioneers” from 19 countries had served in Nicaragua. It is unknown 
how many of these have focused on deaf ministry. At least some materials have been interpreted into ISN, 
the Jehovah’s Witness have a webpage that indicates their focus on Nicaragua, and video of two 
Jehovah’s Witness interpreters has been posted at YouTube: 

• http://www.watchtower.org/lsn/dvkt/article_01.htm 
• http://www.needgreaters.com/Nicaragua.htm; contact information for Aaron Perkinson: Email: 

Needgreaters@gmail.com; Telephone for the office: 505.279.9214. Fax: 505.279.9601 
• YouTube. 2009. Lenguaje de señas Nicaraguense!!! 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TccKkPWZ7AE&feature=related 
 
A deaf church is hosted by El Camino in Managua, with services led by American Assembly of God 
missionaries Matt and Eva Barlow, both deaf and hearing. The Barlows were appointed by the 
Assemblies of God church in 1998 (Pinto n.d.). According to Eva Barlow (personal communication, June 
19, 2010), they have 10-15 people who consistently attend their service and two deaf people who are 
being mentored into leadership positions. In the past, they have only had deaf-only services, but more 
recently they have started to integrate them periodically with interpreters into hearing services while 
continuing deaf-only services as well. The Barlows are also involved with interpreting for job training and 
offer an interpreter training program on Saturdays. They also offer occasional deaf camps where as many 
as 30 deaf people have attended. 

7 Nicaraguan Sign Language 
The history of Nicaraguan Sign Language and its potential relation to other languages is under some 
debate. While some argue that it developed largely in a vacuum, Polich (2000) believes that there were 
definite outside influences from American Sign Language (ASL), Costa Rican Sign Language (LESCO), 
and Spanish Sign Language (LSE) as early as the 1970s. While deaf people did interact with each other as 
early as the mid-1940s and some signs emerged from this interaction, there was no strong Nicaraguan 
deaf community until the late 1970s when ISN emerged from the increased focus on deaf education and 
the establishment of APRIAS/ANSNIC.  
 
According to Polich (2000), some basic ASL was introduced by missionary Paul Wallace who taught for 
a few weeks through Total Communication and ASL, and a Peace Corps volunteer, Thomas Gibson, who 
brought an ASL dictionary and taught some deaf Nicaraguans from it in the 1970s. LESCO was 
introduced by a deaf CNEE student who went to Costa Rica and returned with a LESCO dictionary,  
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from which he and other students at CNEE taught themselves. Some of these students became early 
founding members of ANSNIC. In addition, a Costa Rican organization called “Progreso” gave seminars 
in Nicaragua about the use of Total Communication, and a deaf leader in the community (Mayra Mena) 
went to school in Costa Rica, learned LESCO, and returned to Nicaragua, teaching LESCO to her 
Nicaraguan deaf friends. One Nicaraguan deaf student, Alejandro Castillo, went to school in Spain where 
sign language was used and returned on visits to Nicaragua, sharing his knowledge of the sign language 
used in Spain during visits and after he returned to Nicaragua in 1982 and joined the deaf association.  
 
While all of these sign languages may have had an impact on ISN, it is definitely the case that a unique 
indigenous sign language was also forming at the time at the special schools where deaf people had come 
together to meet and form a way to communicate. In Polich’s opinion: 

 
The heterogeneous system of communication adopted in 1981 at the COD [Ceentro Ocupacional 
para los Discapacitados] was an early fusion point in which the typical gestures of Nicaraguan 
oral conversation were combined with various systems of homesigns that students brought with 
them, along with the shared homesign pool and signs invented at the Berrios school and at the 
CNEE, as well as the Spanish, Costa Rican, and American signs learned from dictionaries or 
courses at Progreso or from Mayra Mena or Alejandros Castillo. All of these components were 
melded into a language in common use at the COD, which Judy Kegl and Cyndi Norman were 
able to document in 1986. (2000:197) 

 
Contact between LESCO and ASL and ISN continue, as deaf people from the United States and Costa 
Rica interact with the Nicaraguan deaf community. For examples, see: 

• Deaf person from the USA video journal of experiencing teaching deaf Nicaraguans ASL over 
the course of a week in Matagalpa, Nicaragua, with some video recording of deaf Nicaraguans 
signing in ISN: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tunJY233Avs. 

• Description of ANSNIC by association president, Javier Lopez, as interviewed by a Costa Rican, 
incorporating signs from both ISN and LESCO (7 minutes): 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wP0Uhi6crAA. 

 
Although the specific time that ISN emerged and exactly how it developed continues to be discussed, it is 
one of the best documented sign languages in Latin America. There is no doubt that it does exist and is 
the sign language of the Nicaraguan deaf community. More information about ISN can be found in the 
following resources (organized by date of publication): 

• Morgan, Gary and Judy Kegl. 2006. Nicaraguan Sign Language and Theory of Mind: The issue 
of critical periods and abilities. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry (2006) 47:8, 811–
819.  

• Senghas, A., D. Roman, and S. Mavillapalli. 2006. Simplemente Unico: Lo que la Comunidad 
Sorda de Nicaragua le Puede Enseñar al Mundo. London/Managua: Leonard Cheshire 
International. 

• Kraayenoord, Christa van. 2005. The emergence of a new language: Was school necessary? 
International Journal of Disability, Development, and Education 52 (1) March 2005: 1–5. 

• Senghas, A., A. Ozyurke, and S. Kita. 2005. Language emergence in vitro or in vivo? Response 
to comment on “Children creating core properties of language: evidence from an emerging sign 
language in Nicaragua” Science 309: 5731, 56. 

• Senghas, R. J., A Senghas, J. E. Pyers. 2005. The emergence of Nicaraguan Sign Language: 
Questions of development, acquisition, and evolution. In S. T. Parker, J. Langer, and C. Milbrath, 
(eds.), Biology and Knowledge revisited: From neurogenesis to psychogenesis, 287–306. London: 
Lawrence Earlbaum Associates. 
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• Siegal, Michael. 2004. Signposts to the essence of language. Science (Sep 17, 2004) 305, 5691; 
Research Library Core. 1720–1721. 

• Senghas, A., S. Kita and A. Ozyurek. 2004. Children creating core properties of language: 
Evidence from an emerging sign language in Nicaragua. Science (Sep 17, 2004) 305, 5691; 
Research Library Core. 1779–1782. 

• Senghas, R. J. 2003. New ways to be deaf in Nicaragua: Changes in language, personhood, and 
community. In L. Monaghan, K. Nakamura, C. Schmaling, and G. H.Turner, (eds.), Many ways to 
be Deaf: International, linguistic, and sociocultural variation, 260–282. Washington, D.C.: 
Gallaudet University Press. 

• Senghas, A. 2003. Intergenerational influence and ontogenetic development in the emergence of 
spatial grammar in Nicaraguan Sign Language. Cognitive Development 18:511–531. 

• Senghas, A., A. Ozyurek and S. Kita. 2002. Encoding motion events in an emerging sign 
language: From Nicaraguan gestures to Nicaraguan signs. In A. Baker, B. van den Bogaerde, O. 
Crasborn (eds.), Cross-linguistic perspectives in sign language research. Selected papers from 
TISLR 2000. Hamburg: Signum Press. 

• Helmuth, Laura. 2001. From the mouths (and hands) of babes. Science (Sep 7, 2001) 293, 5536; 
Research Library Core. 1758–1759. 

• Polich, Laura G. 2001. Education of the deaf in Nicaragua. Journal of Deaf Studies and Deaf 
Education 6(4):315–326. 

• Senghas, A. 2001. Spatial and temporal coding of Nicaraguan Sign Language in MediaTagger: 
Documenting three dimensions with a two-dimensional tool. Sign Language and Linguistics 4 
(2):229–240. John Benjamin Publishing Company. 

• Senghas, A., and M. Coppola. 2001. Children creating language: How Nicaraguan Sign Language 
acquired a spatial grammar. Psychological Science 12(4):323–328. 

• Evolution. 2001. The Mind’s Big Bang. 2001. WGBH Educational Foundation and Clear Blue 
Sky Productions, Inc. All rights reserved. 7 minutes. 

• Klein, Janet: Birth of a language. 2000. Video. 20 minutes. 
• Morford, Jill P., and Judy A. Kegl. 2000. Gestural precursors to linguistic constructs: how input 

shapes the form of language. In Davis McNeill (ed.), Language and Gesture, Chapter 17:358–
387. Cambridge University Press. 

• Kegl, Judy, Ann Senghas, and Marie Coppola. 1999. Creation through contact: Sign language 
emergence and sign language change in Nicaragua. In Michel DeGraff (ed.), Language Creation 
and Language Change, Chapter 7, 179–238. The MIT Press: Cambridge, Massachusetts. 

• Osborne, Lawrence. 1999. A linguistic big bang. New York Times Magazine, Oct 24, 1999; 
Research Library Core, 84–89. 

• Polich, L. G. 1998. Social agency and deaf communities: A Nicaraguan case study. Ph.D. 
dissertation. University of Texas at Austin. 

• Senghas, R. 1997. An “Unspeakable, Unwriteable” Language: Deaf Identity, Language and 
Personhood among the First Cohort of Nicaraguan Signers. Ph.D. dissertation. University of 
Rochester, New York. 

• Senghas, A., M. Coppola, E.L. Newport, and T. Supalla 1997. Argument structure in Nicaraguan 
Sign Language: The emergence of grammatical devices. In E. Hughes, M. Huges and A. 
Greenhill (eds.), Proceedings of the Boston University Conference on Language Development 2, 
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8 ISN development efforts  
ANSNIC (then APRIAS) published the first known ISN dictionary in 1989. Since then, two dictionaries 
have been published in conjunction with the Educación del Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deportes 
de Nicaragua (MECD): one in 1997/1998, targeting adults and the other in 2003, targeting children 
(Libertad Digital Society 2004). In addition, a number of YouTube videos have been posted by the deaf 
association showing the ISN sign for specific phrases (e.g. Good Morning and Good Afternoon): 

• ANSNIC. 1997. Diccionario del Idioma da Señas de Nicaragua. Managua, Nicargua: Copy Fast, 
S.A. 

• “Good Morning” in ISN: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zp9iobrJFmI 
• “Good Afternoon” in ISN: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nbZ-MjsBjjU&feature=related 

 
Although Nicaraguan deaf education was traditionally oral in nature, sign language was accepted as a 
means of communication in the classroom by the Ministry of Education in 1993 (Senghas 2003). Since 
then, various members of the community advocated for Nicaraguan Sign Language to become officially 
recognized as the first language of the Nicaraguan deaf community, something that was finally adopted as 
Law No. 675 on February 12, 2009. More information about the development of this law can be found at: 

• http://www.mitrab.gob.ni/documentos/leyes/Ley675Nic.pdf 
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• http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:Nd9qKCBeyLwJ:www.asamblea.gob.ni/
opciones/agenda/2007/IISESION/Adendum%2520No%25201/2.13.doc+sordo+ministerio+nicara
gua&cd=6&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us&client=firefox-a 

 
Sign language interpretation is a growing field in Nicaragua. As of 2004, there was no sign language 
interpretation available for Nicaragua’s news broadcasts and no way for the deaf and hard of hearing 
community to ensure that national emergencies were communicated to the deaf community. However, in 
the five years that followed, changes were made and, as of July 2009, at least some interpretation was 
provided on the televised news. The Asociación de Intérpretes para Personas Sordas de Nicaragua, led by 
Mary A. López, is the established national association of sign language interpreters in Nicaragua, and 
they have gone so far as to have established an interpreting code of ethics (WFD 2008, El Nuevo Diario 
2009, International Disability Rights Monitor 2004). 

9 Conclusion 
Nicaragua’s deaf community is remarkably developed considering the level of poverty in the country. 
This is in large part due to the involvement of linguistic researchers and the debate surrounding the 
emergence of Nicaraguan Sign Language (ISN) in the 1970s and the initial involvement of the Swedish 
Association of the Deaf who sent representatives to help them establish an association and provided 
resources for them to have a place to meet, as well as initial funding of association officers. The estimated 
deaf population in Nicaragua, at 600,000, far exceeds the estimates in surrounding countries, and 
ANSNIC, the national deaf association, recognizes the continued need to include this large population in 
their community. ANSNIC is focused on providing a place for deaf people to come together and interact, 
supporting each other, and is also focused on pursuing understanding of their own deaf community’s 
history and future development. 
 
Since its emergence in the late 1970s, the government has recognized ISN as the first language of the deaf 
community and has been involved in the publication of ISN dictionaries. Sign language interpreters are 
connected through their own association and interpretation is increasing, although many avenues are still 
left understaffed. With an estimated 3,000 ISN signers today, ISN continues to gain prestige and 
acceptance in the general Nicaraguan community and the number of ISN users continues to grow as 
ANSNIC pursues unification of the deaf community all over the country.  
 
It appears that one of the primary pressing needs currently felt by the deaf community is that of continued 
education. While education beyond primary level is not required or necessarily provided, deaf people 
largely lack any prospect of pursuing it at all, due to lack of interpreters and lack of opportunity in the 
special schools. The Christian Deaf School appears to be the only school that offers a high school 
education to deaf students. With serious economic and employment concerns, deaf Nicaraguans hope to 
find increased avenues for training to enhance their lives and opportunities. According to WFD (2008), 
deaf Nicaraguans indicate the following to be their top 5 community development needs: 

1. Knowledge of sign language in Nicaragua for employment and integration of deaf people 
2. Interpreting services by the government for national news and messages from the President 
3. Investigation, compilation, and standardization of Nicaraguan Sign Language 
4. Awareness about sign language in government institutions and society in general 
5. Access for deaf people to all education (primary school, high school, university, and technical 
training) WFD 2008:41. 

 
Because ISN is a very young language (probably close to 20 years old), it is probable that it will continue 
to undergo significant change in future years. It has, however, had significant standardizing forces 
established through being officially recognized on a national level, a single deaf association that is 
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pursuing its development and standardization, at least two dictionaries published, and video recordings in 
ISN posted on the Internet. There does not seem to be multiple sign varieties within the country vying for 
prestige, although with thousands of deaf Nicraguans not receiving formal education nor being connected 
to ANSNIC, it is possible that other sign varieties do exist at varying levels of development.  
 
Because of sign language linguists and anthropologists’ specific interest in the situation in Nicaragua, 
international focus on Nicaragua has led to support by international organizations (e.g., Sweden, 
Denmark, and the United States). In addition, a Nicaraguan linguist, Danilo Salamanca who works for the 
Center for the Investigation and Development of the Atlantic Coast (CIDCA), has been involved with 
Kegl’s project since the beginning stages of her research (Kegl 1994). Future linguistic research and 
language development projects should include cooperation with these researchers and organizations, as 
they have been involved with the Nicaraguan deaf community and ISN from its initial stages. All projects 
should also be done in cooperation with ANSNIC, as this national association is the primary leader and 
connecter of the Nicaraguan deaf community. 
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Erratum 
James Kegl-Shepard, Director, Nicaraguan Sign Language Projects, Inc., reports that, the 
Nicaraguan Ministry of Education assumed full control of Escuelita de Bluefields some years 
ago and there has not been a residential component for Deaf students for about nine years. 
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