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Abstract 

The main purpose of this research was to determine whether the Deaf1 of Ethiopia 
could understand and use literature videotaped in American Sign Language (ASL), 
which is related to Ethiopian Sign Language (ESL). This was investigated by means of a 
Video Recorded Text Test (VRTT) using both translated scripture and original literature 
in ASL. The results show quite low comprehension of the videotaped material by 
Ethiopian test subjects. Further research will be needed to investigate dialect 
differences among signers of ESL. 

                                           

1 In this report, the capitalized word “Deaf” is used to refer to non-hearing persons as members of a 
social, cultural and linguistic group. The word is not capitalized when it simply refers to the state of 
being non-hearing. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background summary 

Since 2004, SIL Ethiopia’s language survey team has been doing a study of sign 
language among the Deaf community in Ethiopia. The goal is to learn more about the 
needs and desires of the Deaf population in order to raise awareness and to see if there 
is a need for further development of ESL. The current project investigates the 
relatedness of ESL to ASL, according to the perception of Ethiopian signers.  

This research involved comprehension testing of ASL videos. One of the test videos 
contained excerpts from the Bible (Deaf Missions 1991), and the other one was of 
original ASL literature (Bahan 1992, Supalla 1992). The testing was started at the 
Ammist Kilo Mekane Yesus Church (EECMY) and continued at the Ethiopian National 
Association of the Deaf (ENAD) office, both in Addis Ababa. It was conducted 
according to the methodology found in section 1.3. 

Since some of the testing materials were taken from Bible texts, it was considered 
inappropriate to ask the test subjects about their religious background. The researchers 
wanted all the test subjects to feel at ease regardless of faith and thought that asking 
about religion either before or after testing might add some extra pressure. For 
purposes of analysis, it was assumed that if a subject’s main exposure to other signers 
was in a church setting, he or she would be more likely to have some knowledge of 
Bible texts in sign language. On the other hand, someone whose main point of contact 
with the Deaf community was through a secular organization would likely be less 
familiar with signed Bible texts. Naturally, this method of sampling could not rule out 
the possibility that ENAD subjects had some Bible background; it could only decrease 
the likelihood. 

In each location, ten Deaf signers were tested. Any deaf or partial-hearing signer aged 
18 or older was eligible, and each test subject only needed to give about 30 minutes of 
time. The testing was done with the help of a sign language interpreter, who was tested 
first in both cases.  

1.2 Preliminary research 

Between August 2004 and May 2005, the SIL Ethiopia language survey team conducted 
a rapid appraisal survey of the Ethiopian Deaf community and ESL. The report (Netzley 
2005) summarizes the information the team collected from interviews and 
observations; its outline covers the following topics: 
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• Demographics 

• Language 

• Deaf community 

• Education 

• Religion 

• Economy 

A preliminary lexical comparison of ASL and ESL was also done on a list of 249 
common items found in a Signed English2 book (Bornstein et al. 1986) and an ESL 
primer (Aseffa 2002). The comparison showed that 51 percent of the signs were exactly 
the same, 24.5 percent had some modification and 24.5 percent were completely 
different. Based on this, Signed English and ESL have an estimated lexical similarity of 
75.5 percent (see appendix A). 

1.3 Methodology 

1.3.1 Testing procedures 

At each testing location, the video segments were first played for the sign language 
interpreter, who was asked to retell each segment in Amharic. His/her responses were 
noted. Then the following steps were followed as closely as possible with ten Deaf test 
subjects. These were comprised of five men and five women, with each person being 
tested individually. 

(1) Give an explanation of the testing procedure in Amharic, to be interpreted 
into sign language. Alternatively, each test subject can read the procedure in 
Amharic and/or English if they prefer. Obtain informed consent. 

(2) Play the entire practice story. 

(3) Replay the practice story segment by segment with pauses for the test 
subjects to retell each segment in their own words, with interpretation into 
Amharic. Provide help where needed for good understanding of the testing 
procedure. 

                                           

2 The vocabulary of Signed English is taken from ASL, but its grammar follows English word order. 
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(4) Repeat the preceding testing procedure with all three texts selected for 
testing. Rotate the order of the texts with each test subject. 

(5) Score each subject's repetition of each story segment qualitatively on a four-
point scale (1 = no comprehension; 2 = low partial comprehension; 3 = high 
partial comprehension; 4 = full comprehension). 

1.3.2 Texts 

The selected texts are as follows: 

(1) Practice text: from the “Life of Christ” video (Mark 14:27–31; Jesus says that 
his followers will leave him): 1 minute 1 second long. 

(2) Test text 2: from the “Life of Christ” video (Mark 4:1–9; Jesus tells a story 
about a farmer planting seed): 2 minutes 12 seconds long. 

(3) Test text 3: from the “Bird of a Different Feather” video (Strophes 1–8, topic 
unit 1, “The Family,” chapter 1, “The Eggs”): 1 minute 12 seconds long. 

(4) Test text 4: from the “For a Decent Living” video (Strophes 10–14, topic unit 
3, “Meeting the Deaf Peddler,” chapter 2, “Moving to the City”): 1 minute 32 
seconds long. 

For retelling, these texts were each divided into two or more segments of 
approximately 30 seconds or less. 

1.3.3 Informed consent protocol 

The question-and-answer methodology of recorded text testing is relatively quick and 
impersonal in nature, taking about 10 to 15 minutes for each text test. It is more in 
keeping with the nature of the test if the informed consent procedure is also quick and 
simple, causing the participant as little inconvenience as possible. The test subjects’ 
names will not be reported in connection with their scores and background 
information. The type of information involved does not warrant a very rigorous 
informed consent procedure, such as signed or fingerprinted consent forms.  

After reading the introduction and/or seeing it interpreted into sign language, each 
prospective test subject was asked for his/her consent. This was recorded on a consent 
form prepared for that purpose. 
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For each video RTT subject, the following notice was given in written Amharic form 
and/or interpreted into sign language: 

We are from a language research organization called SIL Ethiopia. We are working under the 

Ministry of Culture and have come here to study Ethiopian Sign Language. We hope that this 

research will help any organizations that want to help you. There are some stories in American 

Sign Language on this video. While you watch the stories, sometimes we will stop and ask you to 

repeat what you saw in your own words. Some parts may be more difficult to understand than 

others. This is not meant to test you personally, so relax and just try to repeat what you are able 

to understand. It will take no longer than 40 minutes. We will not write your name on the 

answer sheet or give your name to anyone else. If you are not willing to do this, or if you need to 

stop before finishing, that is OK—you do not have to continue. Are you willing to watch and 

retell these stories for us? 

2. Results and analysis 

2.1 Test results 

The videos were tested with 22 people, for a total of 12 men and 10 women, including 
the two interpreters. Each subject's repetition of each story segment was scored 
qualitatively on a four-point scale (1 = no comprehension; 2 = low partial 
comprehension; 3 = high partial comprehension; 4 = full comprehension). Looking at 
all the individual point ratings for all the segments from all test subjects in each group, 
the overall percentages of segments at each point rating are shown in figure 1 and 
following: 

0
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segments

1 2 3 4

Value rating

EECMY subjects

ENAD subjects

 
Figure 1. Overall comprehension of segments 
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EECMY subjects 

1 = 15.2 % of segments  

2 = 38.8 %  

3 = 16.4 %  

4 = 29.7 %  

ENAD subjects 

1 = 8.5 % of segments  

2 = 47.9 %  

3 = 26.7 %  

4 = 17.0 % 

Overall, four of the Deaf test subjects had very high comprehension of the stories, as 
defined by an average segment rating of greater than 3. The interpreters both had 
average comprehension when compared to the Deaf test subjects; not surprisingly, the 
EECMY interpreter scored higher on the Bible texts, while the ENAD interpreter scored 
higher on the secular texts. Nine of the test subjects averaged low partial 
comprehension, as defined by an average segment rating of 1.5 to 2.4. The remaining 
seven had moderate comprehension, with an average segment rating of 2.5 to 3. 

For the actual scores of all test subjects on each segment, see tables 1 and 2. Row 1 
contains the subject numbers, designated as either “MY” (Mekane Yesus) or “DA” (Deaf 
Association); subject 0 is the interpreter in each case. Column 1 lists the segments: B1 
and B2 are the Bible stories, S1 and S2 are the secular stories. Story B1 is the practice 
text and was therefore always played first;3 the other stories were rotated for each test 
subject. Each story was divided into segments, which are assigned lower-case letters 
here. After each segment, the tape was paused and the test subject was prompted to 
repeat what he or she understood from that segment. The numbers in tables 1 and 2 
represent the qualitative scoring of each segment. 

                                           

3 The scores for B1 were still used in the analysis of the results, as the test subjects seemed comfortable 
with the procedure from the beginning. The scores for this text tend to be lower, but this is probably 
because its three segments are non-iconic (see the following analysis section). 
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Table 1. Total comprehension scores for Mekane Yesus subjects 

 MY0 MY1 MY2 MY3 MY4 MY5 MY6 MY7 MY8 MY9 MY10
0 

Avg. Total 

B1a 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 4 2 1 4 2.3 25 

B1b 4 4 2 4 3 2 4 3 3 2 2 3.0 33 

B1c 1 4 2 2 2 1 4 2 1 1 1 1.9 21 

B2a 4 4 2 4 2 2 3 4 3 2 3 3.0 33 

B2b 4 4 2 4 2 3 4 4 2 3 4 3.3 36 

B2c 3 4 4 4 1 3 3 4 4 4 4 3.5 38 

B2d 4 4 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 1.8 20 

B2e 4 4 3 4 2 1 2 4 3 3 4 3.1 34 

S1a 2 4 2 4 4 1 4 2 4 3 1 2.8 31 

S1b 2 4 2 4 3 1 4 4 3 2 2 2.8 31 

S1c 2 4 3 4 2 1 2 4 4 4 2 2.9 32 

S2a 2 3 2 3 2 2 2 3 2 1 2 2.2 24 

S2b 2 3 2 2 2 2 2 3 2 2 3 2.3 25 

S2c 1 4 1 3 2 1 1 4 4 3 3 2.5 27 

S2d 2 2 2 2 2 1 2 1 2 2 2 1.8 20 

Avg. 2.6 3.6 2.2 3.2 2.1 1.6 2.7 3.1 2.7 2.3 2.6 2.6 28.7 

Total 39 54 33 48 32 24 40 47 40 34 39 39.1 430 
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Table 2. Total comprehension scores for Deaf Association subjects 

 DA0 DA1 DA2 DA3 DA4 DA5 DA6 DA7 DA8 DA9 DA10 Avg. Total 

B1a 2 2 2 2 1 2 2 2 1 2 2 1.8 20 

B1b 2 2 3 2 2 2 1 1 2 2 2 1.9 21 

B1c 3 2 4 2 2 2 2 2 2 3 2 2.4 26 

B2a 3 2 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2.2 24 

B2b 2 2 2 2 3 2 2 2 1 3 3 2.2 24 

B2c 3 3 3 3 3 4 2 3 3 3 4 3.1 34 

B2d 1 1 2 4 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 1.7 19 

B2e 3 2 3 4 2 3 3 3 2 2 2 2.6 29 

S1a 4 4 3 4 2 3 3 2 2 2 1 2.7 30 

S1b 4 4 3 4 2 4 4 3 3 4 2 3.4 37 

S1c 4 3 2 4 3 4 3 2 3 4 2 3.1 34 

S2a 2 3 3 4 2 3 2 3 2 2 2 2.5 28 

S2b 3 3 2 3 2 3 3 2 3 3 2 2.6 29 

S2c 4 4 3 4 2 4 4 4 4 4 1 3.5 38 

S2d 2 4 1 2 1 3 2 2 2 2 2 2.1 23 

Avg. 2.8 2.7 2.6 3.1 2.0 2.8 2.4 2.3 2.3 2.7 2.1 2.5 27.7 

Total 42 41 39 46 30 42 36 35 34 40 31 37.8 416 

2.2 Sample (subject background) 

The individual's background plays a big part in the development of language skills. 
Background information was collected from the test subjects4 according to the 
following categories: 

(+) Pre-lingual deaf: subjects MY 1, 4, 5 and 10; DA 3 and 7. 

(-) Pre-lingual deaf: subjects MY 0 (hearing, learned SL from sister), 2, 3, 6, 7, 8 and 
9 (partial hearing); DA 0 (hearing, learned SL from brother), 1, 2 (partial 
hearing), 4, 5, 6, 8, 9 and 10. 

(+) Deaf parents: none. 

                                           

4 Unfortunately, the background information for subjects MY0, MY5 and MY9 is incomplete.  
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(-) Deaf parents: all. 

(+) Deaf siblings: MY 0, 2 and 4; DA 0. 

(-) Deaf siblings: MY 1, 3, 6, 7, 8 and 10; DA 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10. 

(+) Deaf children: none. 

(-) Deaf children: all. 

(+) Residential school: subjects MY 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7 and 10. 

(-) Residential school: subjects MY 0, 5, 8 and 9; DA 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10. 

Age when first learned sign language: 

3 years: DA 1. 

5 years: MY 5 and 8; DA 6. 

6 years: MY 4. 

7 years: MY 6; DA 7. 

8 years: MY 3 and 10; DA 5 and 9. 

9 years: MY 7. 

10 years: MY 2. 

11 years: DA 3. 

12 years: MY 1. 

14 years: DA 2. 

15 years: DA 4 and 8. 

22 years: DA 0 and 10. 

Four subjects did particularly well: MY1, MY3, MY7 and DA3, with MY1 being the 
most proficient. 

• Subject MY 1 is 35 years old, completely deaf from birth and has completed 12 
years of education (eight of which were at a boarding school).  
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• Subject MY 3 is 23 years old, completely deaf from the age of four and has 
completed 11 years of education (eight of which were at a boarding school).  

• Subject MY 7 is 25 years old, completely deaf from the age of 2½ and has 
completed eight years of education (all of which were at a boarding school).  

• Subject DA 3 is 27 years old, completely deaf from the age of nine months and has 
completed 10 years of education (none of which were at a boarding school).5  

All four of the previously listed subjects are men. None of them have any Deaf 
relatives. All four have been exposed to another sign language; for subject MY1 this 
was Finnish Sign Language (not closely related to ASL). 

2.3 Analysis 

2.3.1 Exposure to other sign languages 

Quite a few of the test subjects were found to have been exposed to another sign 
language, either through traveling internationally, meeting with signers visiting from 
other countries or having access to ASL books. Setting aside the scores of these subjects 
results in the following tables: 

                                           

5 It is not known how this subject learned to sign. It was probably by attending school and developing 
relationships with Deaf signers, though he did not have the advantage of attending a boarding school. 
Participation in Deaf Association activities could have also played a role.  
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Table 3. Comprehension scores for Mekane Yesus subjects 
with no exposure to other sign languages 

 MY0 MY5 MY8 MY9 MY10 Avg. Total 

B1a 2 2 2 1 4 2.2 11 

B1b 4 2 3 2 2 2.6 13 

B1c 1 1 1 1 1 1.0 5 

B2a 4 2 3 2 3 2.8 14 

B2b 4 3 2 3 4 3.2 16 

B2c 3 3 4 4 4 3.6 18 

B2d 4 1 1 1 2 1.8 9 

B2e 4 1 3 3 4 3.0 15 

S1a 2 1 4 3 1 2.2 11 

S1b 2 1 3 2 2 2.0 10 

S1c 2 1 4 4 2 2.6 13 

S2a 2 2 2 1 2 1.8 9 

S2b 2 2 2 2 3 2.2 11 

S2c 1 1 4 3 3 2.4 12 

S2d 2 1 2 2 2 1.8 9 

Avg. 2.6 1.6 2.7 2.3 2.6 2.4 11.8 

Total 39 24 40 34 39 35.2 176 
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Table 4. Comprehension scores for Deaf Association subjects 
with no exposure to other sign languages 

 DA2 DA4 DA7 DA8 DA10 Avg. Total 

B1a 2 1 2 1 2 1.6 8 

B1b 3 2 1 2 2 2.0 10 

B1c 4 2 2 2 2 2.4 12 

B2a 3 2 2 2 2 2.2 11 

B2b 2 3 2 1 3 2.2 11 

B2c 3 3 3 3 4 3.2 16 

B2d 2 1 2 2 2 1.8 9 

B2e 3 2 3 2 2 2.4 12 

S1a 3 2 2 2 1 2.0 10 

S1b 3 2 3 3 2 2.6 13 

S1c 2 3 2 3 2 2.4 12 

S2a 3 2 3 2 2 2.4 12 

S2b 2 2 2 3 2 2.2 11 

S2c 3 2 4 4 1 2.8 14 

S2d 1 1 2 2 2 1.6 8 

Avg. 2.6 2.0 2.3 2.3 2.1 2.3 11.3 

Total 39 30 35 34 31 33.8 169 

Eliminating the subjects with exposure to other sign languages decreases the overall 
average score in both samples, from 2.6 to 2.4 among Mekane Yesus subjects and from 
2.5 to 2.3 among Deaf Association subjects. The reduced sample does show a higher 
average score for four segments (B2c in the Mekane Yesus sample; B1b, B2c and B2d in 
the Deaf Association sample). Since these are all found in Bible texts, perhaps it could 
be that the sample reduction resulted in a higher proportion of test subjects with more 
Bible knowledge.  

2.3.2 Low proficiency in sign language 

One must also eliminate the possibility that a low score results because a subject has 
not mastered ESL. With oral languages, it can be assumed that all adults in a 
community will have mastered the local language, unless prevented by some mental 
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disability. However, this is not so for sign languages, since not every Deaf signer lives 
in an environment with ample opportunity for acquiring sign language skills.  

As for those who may not have good proficiency in any sign language, it is obvious that 
they can not adequately comprehend materials in ASL. Therefore, their scores should 
ideally be treated differently from those who seem to have higher proficiency in a sign 
language, if it is possible to establish independently that they have low sign language 
skills. According to the parameters of the background information gathered during this 
study, subjects with potentially low sign language skills were defined as those who 
became deaf after already acquiring spoken language skills (or who were hearing) and 
who also first learned sign language after the age of ten. However, setting aside these 
scores leaves a very small sample of only three test subjects, the ones with adequate 
proficiency and no exposure to other sign languages (MY 5, 10 and DA 7). It should be 
noted that the average score of these three subjects is only 2.2 and, therefore, the 
average is not raised by eliminating the scores of subjects with potentially inadequate 
proficiency. 

2.3.3 Dialect variation 

It could also be that some of the differences in scores are because of dialect variation 
within the local Deaf community, for which people can compensate in face-to-face 
conversation but which causes comprehension problems with pre-recorded materials. 
For example, the Deaf Association subjects tended to score higher on the secular texts 
than the Mekane Yesus subjects. At first it is not obvious why this should be so, since 
the secular texts were equally unfamiliar to both sets of test subjects. However, this 
could be an indication of such a dialect difference within the Deaf community of Addis 
Ababa.  

On the whole, the variety of sign language used by Deaf Association members is 
reportedly closer to ASL than the variety used by members of the Mekane Yesus 
congregation (Asmelash Ikubemikael, personal communication, December 2006). This 
difference might be caused by the fact that many members of the Mekane Yesus 
congregation have attended the boarding school for the Deaf run by the Mekane Yesus 
denomination. The school is located in Hosaina, a town several hours’ drive southwest 
of Addis Ababa, but many of its students have settled in Addis Ababa after graduation. 
There are signs that are peculiar to this school, and its faculty has also coined signs to 
deal with the subject matter taught there. As the preeminent Deaf school in the country 
it has, to a certain extent, become the center of a distinct dialect.  

2.3.4 Bible knowledge 

Though there are people who are members of both the Deaf Association and the 
Mekane Yesus congregation, those who were part of these test samples exclusively 
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belong to one or the other. It could be that the Deaf Association subjects’ familiarity 
with ASL was masked by a relative lack of Bible background knowledge, while in the 
secular segments it shows through. In the same way, the Mekane Yesus subjects’ lower 
familiarity with ASL could be more apparent in their scores for the secular segments, 
where they no longer have the advantage of familiarity with the texts.  

Poor questions cannot account for any of the particularly low scores, since the scoring 
was not based on a question-and-answer format but was qualitative scoring of the 
subjects' repetitions. Questions were only used to prompt the subjects for further 
information when necessary. 

2.3.5 Iconicity 

“Iconicity” is important to consider when analyzing the results. This general concept 
refers to signing with a physical form that shows the meaning it represents in an 
obvious way that is independent of language. An example of iconicity in spoken 
languages is onomatopoeia, when sounds imitate the thing they are representing. It is 
possible to recognize iconicity in cases where the meaning is clear to a non-signer, or 
when a non-signer can see the reason for the meaning in the signs once the meaning is 
known. Signing varies in iconicity, from passages that are highly iconic and 
understandable to most non-signers, to passages that are completely incomprehensible 
to the non-signer because the form contains no visual imitation of what it represents. 
Likewise, passages that are highly iconic are likely to be understood by signers even if 
they do not know the language in question (Albert Bickford, personal communication, 
November 2006). 

Because the goal is to find out if Ethiopians can use ASL material, it is necessary to 
eliminate the possibility that the test subjects understood the text portions merely 
because they are iconic. If the scores for non-iconic segments are low, then that is quite 
a good indicator that the two languages are different. 

In order to check this, each text segment used for testing was labeled as either iconic or 
non-iconic. The results for the non-iconic segments were then grouped together for 
analysis as shown in tables 5 and 6. The patterns show that iconicity seems to be a 
fairly good predictor of scores. As can be seen in tables 5 and 6, for both samples the 
average score of all non-iconic segments is lower than the overall average score. For 
the Mekane Yesus test subjects, of the eight segments labeled non-iconic, all but two 
(B1b and B2a) had score averages lower than the 2.6 average for the whole Mekane 
Yesus sample (table 1). Of the seven segments remaining in table 1, those that were 
considered iconic, all but one (S2c) had above-average scores. Likewise, for the Deaf 
Association subjects, all but two non-iconic segments (S2a and S2b) had score averages 
lower than the 2.5 average for the whole Deaf Association sample (table 2) while all 
but one of the other segments (B2b) had above-average scores. 
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Table 5. Comprehension of non-iconic segments by Mekane Yesus subjects 

 MY0 MY1 MY2 MY3 MY4 MY5 MY6 MY7 MY8 MY9 MY10 Avg. Total 

B1a 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 4 2 1 4 2.3 25 

B1b 4 4 2 4 3 2 4 3 3 2 2 3.0 33 

B1c 1 4 2 2 2 1 4 2 1 1 1 1.9 21 

B2a 4 4 2 4 2 2 3 4 3 2 3 3.0 33 

B2d 4 4 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 1.8 20 

S2a 2 3 2 3 2 2 2 3 2 1 2 2.2 24 

S2b 2 3 2 2 2 2 2 3 2 2 3 2.3 25 

S2d 2 2 2 2 2 1 2 1 2 2 2 1.8 20 

Avg. 2.6 3.3 2.0 2.6 2.0 1.6 2.5 2.6 2.0 1.5 2.4 2.3 25.1 

Total 21 26 16 21 16 13 20 21 16 12 19 18.3 201 
 

Table 6. Comprehension of non-iconic segments by Deaf Association subjects 

 DA0 DA1 DA2 DA3 DA4 DA5 DA6 DA7 DA8 DA9 DA10 Avg. Total 

B1a 2 2 2 2 1 2 2 2 1 2 2 1.8 20 

B1b 2 2 3 2 2 2 1 1 2 2 2 1.9 21 

B1c 3 2 4 2 2 2 2 2 2 3 2 2.4 26 

B2a 3 2 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2.2 24 

B2d 1 1 2 4 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 1.7 19 

S2a 2 3 3 4 2 3 2 3 2 2 2 2.5 28 

S2b 3 3 2 3 2 3 3 2 3 3 2 2.6 29 

S2d 2 4 1 2 1 3 2 2 2 2 2 2.1 23 

Avg. 2.3 2.4 2.5 2.6 1.6 2.3 1.9 2.0 2.0 2.3 2.0 2.2 23.8 

Total 18 19 20 21 13 18 15 16 16 18 16 17.3 190 

When the iconic segments are removed from the analysis, the score averages for most 
test subjects drop, resulting in a decrease of the overall average from 2.6 to 2.3 in the 
case of the Mekane Yesus sample and from 2.5 to 2.2 for the Deaf Association sample. 
It is informative to look at the effect this has on the scores of all the test subjects. The 
drop in scores also applies to the higher scoring subjects who were eliminated from 
tables 3 and 4 on account of their previous exposure to other sign languages. When 
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considering just the scores for non-iconic segments, the only subject who averaged over 
3 is MY1, whose average still fell from 3.6 to 3.3.  

Since ASL does have a fair amount of iconicity, comprehension should be higher if the 
test subject is familiar with the story than it would be for an unfamiliar story. Test 
subjects with a Christian background are likely to be more familiar with Bible texts 
than with other materials. This is reflected in the difference between the scores 
obtained in a church setting and in a secular setting. Looking at the individual point 
ratings for the segments of Bible texts only, the percentages of segments at each rating 
are listed in figure 2 and the following section: 

Figure 2. Comprehension of Bible segments. 

 

EECMY subjects 

1 = 15.9 % of segments  

2 = 31.8 %  

3 = 15.9 %  

4 = 36.4 %  

ENAD subjects 

1 = 11.4 % of segments  

2 = 59.1 %  

3 = 23.9 %  

4 = 5.7 % 

Considering the individual point ratings for the segments of secular stories only, the 
percentages of segments at each rating are listed in figure 3 and the following section: 
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Figure 3. Comprehension of secular segments. 

 

EECMY subjects 

1 = 14.3 %  

2 = 46.8 %  

3 = 16.9 %  

4 = 22.1 % 

ENAD subjects 

1 = 5.2 % of segments  

2 = 35.1 %  

3 = 29.9 %  

4 = 29.9 % 

When conducting language research, even with a spoken language, this sort of dialect 
testing usually involves an original story with no background in folklore, since the 
results could be skewed by the participants’ background knowledge. Familiarity with 
the story is bound to have an even more dramatic effect in the case of sign language 
comprehension testing because of the nature of sign language. The iconicity will cause 
there to be a relatively high number of cognate lexical items, just as there would be in 
spoken languages that are related to each other. Ideally, when testing Bible materials of 
any sort, the subjects should be non-Christian. As it is difficult to find a large group of 
people with absolutely no Christian background among the Deaf community in Addis 
Ababa, secular stories were used in order to compare results to those for the Bible texts. 
This should provide a clearer impression of baseline comprehension. 

The secular stories used in the survey were original ASL literature by American authors 
and completely unfamiliar to the test subjects. Since the subjects did not know the 
stories and are from a different cultural background than the intended audience, their 
lower comprehension may be due to either cultural issues or language/dialect 
differences. Both of the secular stories contained a lot of American cultural content that 

 

Value rating 



20 

would be unintelligible to Ethiopian viewers. However, sections were chosen that 
would have lower cultural interference. These brief, self-contained sections of the 
stories were used for testing, hopefully with results that point more toward dialectal 
differences than cultural differences. Of course, it is impossible to rule out all cultural 
interference.  

One notable feature of the test results is the “double peak” in the ratings for the Bible 
segments among the Mekane Yesus test subjects. A high percentage (31.8 %) of 
segment repetitions were rated at low partial comprehension, but there was also a high 
percentage (36.4 %) rated at complete comprehension. The ratings for the secular 
segments have only one peak (46.8 %) at low partial comprehension. Because of this, it 
seems that low partial comprehension is the default.  

Assuming that the peak of high comprehension scores is mostly a result of the subjects' 
familiarity with the Bible stories, it is interesting to note that the peak of low 
comprehension scores for the secular texts is no lower than the peak of low scores for 
the Bible texts. In other words, Bible segments they could not retell from memory, 
taken from stories with familiar cultural content, tended to result in the same low 
partial comprehension scores as the secular segments. This makes it more likely that 
American cultural content in the secular stories was not a major interfering factor, 
otherwise one could expect to see more scores at an even lower level (no 
comprehension) for the secular segments. The peak of low scores in the Bible results, in 
a place like Ethiopia where Bible settings are culturally familiar, makes it look like the 
low partial comprehension of the secular segments might be more due to dialect (or 
other variables) rather than culture.  

One possible problem with this idea is that the secular scores could be artificially low 
because of cultural interference, while the Bible scores could be artificially low because 
of some other variable. For example, though some of the students were originally from 
a rural background, all of them learned to sign in an urban setting. The vocabulary 
linked to the rural setting of the Bible texts may have been unfamiliar. In that case, the 
scores might not be as comparable as originally thought. 

There might be cultural interference with the Bible texts, too, though perhaps not as 
much as there would be in America. The original Bible texts were written nearly 2,000 
years ago, and there are undoubtedly many things about modern Ethiopian culture and 
society that are different from Biblical days. 

3. Conclusions and recommendations 

This should be seen only as preliminary comprehension testing that could help to 
determine if more rigorous research is needed. A more carefully chosen sample, 
screened with an ESL practice text to eliminate subjects with low sign language skills, 
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would yield more detailed results. A larger sample would allow a better understanding of 
the high variation in scores. Also, pilot testing the texts on first-language signers of ASL 
would yield a more accurate assessment of the Ethiopian test subjects’ performance. 

Within these constraints, however, some useful conclusions can be made from the 
results of the testing. Eliminating the scores of subjects with exposure to other sign 
languages decreases the overall average score in both the Mekane Yesus and Deaf 
Association samples. Looking at only the non-iconic segments also results in a drop of 
the overall average to a level of low partial comprehension. That is quite a good 
indicator that ESL is different enough from ASL to require separate development and a 
different body of literature. 

Finally, the differences in the two samples’ scores for the secular text segments may 
indicate a dialect difference within the Deaf community of Addis Ababa. If such a 
difference exists within the capital city itself, it is likely that even more dialect 
differences can be found by comparing ESL signers in Addis Ababa to those in other 
towns. Before starting any large-scale project to standardize and develop ESL, these 
dialect differences should be more carefully investigated in order to determine how all 
the Deaf of Ethiopia can get the most benefit from the development of their language. 
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Appendices 

A. Comparison of Signed English and Sign Language in Ethiopia 
(September 2004) 

There are a total of 249 signs that are found in both Bornstein et al. (1986) and Aseffa 
(2002). The comparison is as follows: 

• 51% (127 signs) exactly the same - labeled “1” 

• 24.5% (61 signs) some modification - labeled “2” 

• 24.5% (61 signs) completely different - labeled “3” 

The criterion used in judging the signs involved three components: hand-shape, 
position, and motion/direction. If the signs had all three of these components in 
common they were counted as being exactly the same. If they had any two of the three 
in common they were counted as having some modification. If a sign was a 
“compound” sign with more than one part in either book, one of these parts was 
identical and either an additional part was added or if part of the sign was missing, it 
was counted as having some modification. If only one or none of the three components 
were the same, the sign was counted as completely different. It seems likely that two 
signs with a common feature such as hand-shape could be considered coincidental, or 
that none of the original meaning could be found in only one remaining feature. 

Many of the signs that have been modified contain a cultural meaning, such as the 14 
food signs that have been counted as completely different. The different ways that the 
foods are prepared and eaten naturally have led to the modification in order to give 
more meaning to the sign. There are also other types of words that are modified to suit 
Ethiopian culture, such as the sign for “to carry” (the English sign pantomimes carrying 
with the arms, whereas the Ethiopian sign indicates carrying on the shoulders). Some 
signs, such as a few color words, have also been changed to incorporate signed fidels 
(the Ethiopic writing system) instead of Roman letters. This is a good example of a 
“set” of signs that are similar and consistent with each other, although not with ASL. 
Many modified or changed words also come in pairs that have corresponding opposite 
signs. There are many other words that have been modified or changed completely for 
reasons not apparent to the outside observer. However, only five out of 37 verbs have 
been changed. This could be the result of many signs simply demonstrating the action 
they represent.  

Even though the numbers indicate a somewhat low level of cognates, the general 
impression received in going through both of these books was that the similarities were 
far greater than the differences. It seems likely that communication would not pose a 
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problem, especially with a little time. With some cultural understanding and pointing, 
it does not seem that it would be difficult to learn the new vocabulary needed for free 
communication.  

It should be noted that the descriptions in Aseffa (2002) are in many cases less detailed 
than in Bornstein et al. (1986). This probably does not substantially affect the outcome 
of the comparisons; nevertheless, it is possible that part of the range of ways in which a 
sign is expressed could have been left out of Aseffa’s work, resulting in some 
correspondences being missed in the analysis. 

Another issue that would help to determine the closeness of sign language in Ethiopia 
to Signed English or ASL is the presence of grammatical “helping” signs. There are 
signs in Bornstein et al. (1986) that are suffixed to another sign to indicate things such 
as an agent or “doer,” a possessive form, adjectives or adverbs. These “helping” signs 
are lacking in Aseffa (2002).  

The sign comparisons are listed as follows:  

Comparison of Bornstein et al. (1986) and Aseffa (2002) 

1 = exact correspondence of sign 2 = some modification  3 = no correspondence

Bird 2 

Dog 1 

Ear 2 

Egg 2 

Eye 1 

Fish 1 

Head 2 

Meat 3 

Mouth 2 

Nose 1 

One 1 

Snake 2 

Tongue 1 

Tooth 2 

Two 1 

Water 2 

I 3 

We 1 

Small 1 

Hand 3 

Neck 3 

Eight 1 

Five 1 

Four 1 
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He 3 

Husband 3 

Leg 3 

Mother 1 

Salt 3 

Seven 1 

Sister 1 

Ten 1 

They 3 

Three 1 

Wife 3 

Face 1 

Hair (of 

head) 

1 

Six 1 

Nine 1 

Brother 2 

Honeybee 2 

Goat 2 

Cow 1 

Rat 2 

Frog 1 

Cat 2 

Banana 1 

House 1 

Door 2 

She 2 

Friend 1 

Family 1 

Zero 1 

Bread 3 

Butter 1 

Milk 2 

Sugar 3 

Candy 3 

Tea 1 

Coffee 3 

Lemon 3 

Orange 3 

Pumpkin 3 

Potato 3 

Carrot 3 

Tomato 2 

Onion 3 

Corn 3 

Peas 3 

Coat 1 

Pants 2 

Shoes 1 

Dress 3 

Shirt 1 

Sweater 1 

 

Comparison of Bornstein et al. (1986) and Aseffa (2002) (continued) 
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Hat/cap 2 

Sock 1 

Belt 2 

Umbrella 1 

Sheep 1 

Hen 2 

Horse 1 

Elephant 1 

Camel 3 

Turtle 1 

Fly (n) 1 

Butterfly 1 

Duck 1 

Rabbit 2 

Tiger 1 

Lion 1 

Monkey 1 

Car 1 

Bus 3 

Train 1 

Boat/ship 3 

Airplane 1 

Bicycle 1 

Motorcycle 1 

Candle 1 

Bed 2 

Box 2 

Chair 1 

Table 1 

Telephone 1 

Fork 2 

Spoon 1 

Scissors 1 

Watch 2 

Window 1 

Radio 3 

Television 3 

Glass 1 

Bottle 1 

Pen 2 

Pencil 2 

Paper 1 

Book 1 

Letter 1 

Bag 3 

Basket 1 

Mirror 1 

Key 2 

Broom 1 

Soap 2 

Doctor 2 

 

Comparison of Bornstein et al. (1986) and Aseffa (2002) (continued) 
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Teacher 1 

Soldier 2 

Town 3 

School 2 

Hospital 1 

Church 1 

In 1 

Out 1 

On 1 

Under 3 

In front 3 

Behind 3 

Over 3 

Tall 1 

Short 3 

Big 2 

Small 2 

Full 1 

Empty 2 

Fat 3 

Much 1 

Few 3 

Same 1 

New 1 

Old 2 

Near 2 

Far 1 

Color 1 

Green 3 

Yellow 3 

Red 1 

White 1 

Black 1 

Blue 3 

Brown 2 

Laugh 3 

Cry 1 

Sad 3 

Think 2 

Angry 2 

Afraid 2 

Sick 1 

Tree 1 

Grass 2 

Flower 1 

Mountain 3 

Sun 3 

Moon 2 

Star 3 

Sky 1 

Stone 2 

 

Comparison of Bornstein et al. (1986) and Aseffa (2002) (continued) 
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Fire 1 

Cloud 3 

Rain 2 

Lightning 1 

River 2 

Morning 3 

Afternoon 1 

What 3 

When 3 

Who 1 

Which 1 

Where 3 

Why 1 

How 1 

Good 2 

True 1 

Bad 1 

Sweet 1 

Sour 1 

Right 1 

Wrong 3 

Dirty 3 

Clean 1 

Always 1 

Yesterday 2 

Now 1 

Today 3 

Tomorrow 2 

After 3 

Time 1 

Thanks 2 

Medicine 1 

God 3 

Prayer 2 

To eat 1 

To drink 1 

To stand 1 

To sit 1 

To go 3 

To come 3 

To fall 2 

To play 1 

To run 3 

To jump 1 

To carry 2 

To steal 1 

To sleep 3 

To wash 2 

To sweep 3 

To listen 1 

To look 1 

 

Comparison of Bornstein et al. (1986) and Aseffa (2002) (continued) 
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To buy 1 

To write 1 

To read 1 

To throw 1 

To drop 1 

To chase 1 

To touch 1 

To give 2 

To take 2 

To push 1 

To pull 1 

To put 1 

To help 1 

To die 2 

To open 2 

To close 1 

To pour 2 

To count 1 

To drive 1 

To work 2 

 

Comparison of Bornstein et al. (1986) and Aseffa (2002) (continued) 
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6 This entry lacks a comma between the main author's names, as is common practice in the area of 
Ethiopian studies. Normally, the second name in Ethiopia is not a family name, but rather the personal 
name of the individual’s father. For this reason, Ethiopian authors are typically listed with their personal 
name first, father's name second and no comma in between. Such entries are alphabetized accordingly, 
based on the author’s personal name. 
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