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Abstract 

The goal of this rapid appraisal survey was to gain reliable information about the linguistic and 
sociolinguistic situation in Romania, as well as identify needs and partners for language development. 
The basis of the report was two weeks of fieldwork in Romania in early 2012, conducted by four team 
members. We visited and gathered information from roughly 100 participants in 9 locations in five cities, 
in an attempt to assess language attitudes, needs, and desires. Our research tools included participant 
observation, sociolinguistic questionnaires, wordlist comparison, and dialect network analysis. Here we 
discuss the general situation of the deaf in Romania, summarize our findings, and recommend possible 
directions for future development. While our limited time in the country does not allow us to draw 
definite conclusions, it permits us to formulate a general summary of the sociolinguistic situation of the 
Romanian deaf community. 

We found no evidence that Romanian Sign Language (LSR) is related to sign languages used in other 
countries; however, from our fieldwork, we can safely say that LSR varies significantly from region to 
region within Romania, with the three major variants being located in the Transylvania (northwest), 
Moldavia (northeast), and Wallachia (south) regions. While it is unclear exactly how different these 
variations are and how much they impede communication, it is clear that deaf Romanians recognize the 
differences and require some level of negotiation for communication between regions. Romania has a 
strong network of deaf organizations, including government support, established deaf churches, and 
several deaf schools. Deaf education varies widely from region to region and school to school; many 
schools continue traditions of oral education, while others employ deaf teachers and offer classes in LSR. 

In summary, we believe that much opportunity exists for language development in Romania. 
Potential partners include the Asociatia Nationala a Surzilor din România (National Association of the 
Deaf in Romania, ANSR) and national deaf churches. Our findings suggest that Transylvania would be 
the ideal location for a language project, and key needs have been identified as LSR educational 
materials and Bible translation. 
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1 Introduction to Romania 

The goal of this report is to provide useful and valid sociolinguistic information about the deaf1 
community of Romania. We gathered this information through internet and library research followed by 
two weeks of fieldwork in Romania in early 2012. Our team consisted of two U.S.-based researchers and 
two Romanian colleagues with ties to the deaf community. During fieldwork, we visited four cities in an 
attempt to gain a broad understanding of the linguistic and sociolinguistic situation of deaf communities 
in the country. We are deeply grateful to all the communities that opened their doors to us and were 
willing to participate in our research. 

Romania is situated in southeastern Europe, and shares borders with Ukraine, Hungary, Serbia, 
Bulgaria, and Moldova, and has 225 km of coastline on the Black Sea. It is a country with a recent 
history of border changes, with three major border changes since 1940. Romania is noted for its large 
ethnic populations, both Hungarian at 6.6% of the total population and Roma at 2.5%. See map 1. 

Map 1. Romania 

 
© Bundesamt für Kartographie und Geodäsie, Frankfurt am Main 

Reproduction, distribution, and publication allowed only with indication of the sources 

We conducted research in four cities during our fieldwork in Romania: Zalau, Cluj-Napoca, 
Bucharest, and Bacău. We chose those cities in an attempt to gather data from a variety of regions, 
factoring in population, travel logistics, availability of research participants, and respondents to our 
research questionnaire. See map 2 for a summary of cities visited. 

                                                   
1Some deaf people identify themselves as capital-D ‘Deaf’, in order to focus on their cultural identity, rather than a 
lower-case d ‘deaf’, focusing on audiological status. We recognize the diversity of perspectives and conventions for 
referring to deaf and hard of hearing people around the world. For this report, we have chosen to use a lower-case 
‘deaf’ with the goal of being most inclusive of all deaf and hard of hearing people in Romania, regardless of their 
cultural and linguistic identification. 
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Map 2. Romania focus map 

 
The World Factbook: Romania 

According to the latest 2012 estimate, Romania has a general population of nearly 22 million. 
Almost 90% of that population is ethnically Romanian; other major people groups include Hungarian 
(6.6%) and Roma (2.5%) ethnicities. The religious makeup of the country is overwhelmingly Eastern 
Orthodox at 86.8%, with Protestantism (7.5%) and Roman Catholicism (4.7%) accounting for most of 
the rest of the population (The World Factbook: Romania). Below we discuss the general social 
environment for deaf populations in Romania. 

2 Disability in context 

In this section, we attempt to describe the general situation of the deaf in Romania in the areas of 
population, disability law, and organizations that work with deaf communities. 

2.1 Deaf population 

Deaf population figures are notoriously difficult to establish for several reasons. Firstly, as primarily 
sociolinguistic researchers, we must make a distinction between audiological deafness, defined as 
hearing loss, and cultural deafness, which refers to members of a culturally and linguistically distinct 
community which self-identifies as deaf. Unless otherwise noted, we use the term “deaf” in this paper to 
refer to members of the cultural deaf community. That said, it is often challenging to establish reportable 
population figures for such a community, primarily because most statistics simply count people with 
hearing disabilities which is often a much higher number than people who consider themselves members 
of the deaf community. 

Secondly, statistics vary as to who is even considered to have a hearing disability: depending on the 
requirements set by the reporting agency, populations can be greatly over- or underestimated. 

We have gathered estimates of the deaf population from several different sources. The Gallaudet 
University website claims there are 350,000 deaf people in Romania, but only 18,000 sign language 
users, citing ANSR, National Association of the Deaf in Romania (Asociatia Nationala a Surzilor din 
România n.d.) (Gallaudet University Library 2012). The European Union of the Deaf (EUD) claims 
20,000–30,000 deaf sign language users. In a 2008 informational document released by the Romanian 
Ministry of Labour, Family and Social Protection (Ministerul Muncii, Familiei şi Protecţiei Sociale 2013), 
that organization recognizes 21,879 persons with hearing disability in the country. See table 1 for a 
summary. 
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Table 1. Deaf population estimates 

Estimate Source Deaf Population 
Gallaudet University Website (Gallaudet University 
Library 2012) 

350,000 

European Union of the Deaf (European Union of the 
Deaf 2013) 

20,000–30,000 

The Romanian Ministry of Labour, Family and Social 
Protection (Direcţia Protecţia Persoanelor cu Handicap, 
DPPH; People with Disabilities Division of the Ministry 
of Labour, Family, and Social Protection) 2012) 

21,879 

 

In reality, the number of people who fit into the population targeted by this report is inherently 
subjective. From experience in other countries, we would propose that a safe figure of 20,000 sign 
language users is a good estimate, though probably low. 

2.2 Romanian disability law 

In 2011, Romania ratified the United Nations Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, a 
document designed to ensure appropriate treatment of disabled people (United Nations Enable 2012). 
This broad document promotes human rights by defining disability and establishing legislation which 
promotes equal access to education and jobs, combats discrimination, and holds national governments 
accountable for their treatment of disabled persons (Academic Network of European Disability Experts 
2012). In related legislation, Romanian Law no. 448/2006, which came into effect in January 2006, 
guarantees several rights to disabled persons. Article 69 states that authorized interpreters must be made 
available for communicating with local and central authorities and that the National Association of Deaf 
People of Romania (ANSR) be part of the approval process for interpreters (Direcţia Protecţia 
Persoanelor cu Handicap (People with Disabilities Division of the Ministry of Labour, Family, and Social 
Protection) 2012). 

2.3 Deaf and disability organizations 

The primary governmental organization responsible for disability law policy implementation is the 
Autoritatea Nationala Pentru Persoane cu Handicap (National Authority for People with Disabilities), 
which works with educators, health workers, and other related fields (Autorităţii Naţionale pentru 
Persoanele cu Handicap 2012). The leading non-government organization in the country is the 
Organizatia Nationala a Persoanelor cu Handicap din Romania, or National Organization of Disabled 
People in Romania (ONPHR), which “promotes the rights of persons with disabilities in Romania and 
also represents the general interests of the member organizations of persons with disabilities at national 
and international level” (Organizatia Nationala a Persoanelor cu Handicap din Romania 2012). 

The primary deaf organization in Romania is the Associatia Nationala a Surzilor din Romania, the 
National Association of the Deaf in Romania (ANSR). ANSR’s focus is on encouraging deaf culture, 
education, and improving quality of life for deaf people in Romania (Associatia Nationala a Surzilor din 
Romania 2012). 

3 Methodology 

Our goal in this survey was to gather a broad understanding of the deaf community in Romania, with a 
special focus on the sociolinguistic situation both in Romania and neighboring regions. To this end, we 
used established sign language rapid appraisal methodology as developed by E. Parks and J. Parks (E. 
Parks and J. Parks 2011). This methodology makes uses of several tools to gather accurate sociolinguistic 
information quickly, and examines language attitudes, community perspectives, language variation, and 
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language vitality. In this section, we will introduce these tools, describe our sampling method, and 
present our research questions. 

3.1 Informed consent 

Informed consent was gathered from each of our participants using a standardized form, included at the 
beginning of the sociolinguistic questionnaire. We made this form available in written English and 
Romanian, but in most cases we signed the information to participants. We included the following key 
information for each participant: 

• The goal of the study 
• Possible outcomes of the study 
• The role of the participant 
• That their participation was totally voluntary and that no compensation would be given 
• That they could choose to stop their participation at any time 
• That data they provided would be shared at the level they designated: only within the 

researcher’s organization, with strategic partners, or with the public 
• That their name would never be associated with the information, opinions, or other data they 

shared, and that their name would not be shared with anyone. 
We then obtained typed signatures for each participant that understood and agreed to the above 

information. See an example of this form in appendix A. 

3.2 Sampling method 

Sampling deaf communities is inherently difficult for the same reasons as identifying them, as discussed 
in the population section. Members of the deaf community are self-identifying, blend in well with the 
hearing community around them, and can be difficult to contact through email and internet. No two 
members of the deaf community are the same, and do not often congregate as much as spoken language 
minority groups, making traditional sampling methods ineffective. We rely instead on chain sampling 
and social networking to meet our research participants. Practically, this means visiting deaf associations 
and clubs, introducing ourselves, and gathering data from those present, then asking them to recommend 
places, organizations, or individuals who might be willing to participate in our research. It is common 
for one individual to lead us to several others in different cities. While we recognize that this is not the 
most statistically sound sampling method, we feel that it is appropriate for our broad information needs 
and time constraints. 

3.3 Participant observation 

Participant observation is a combination of dedicated note-taking, informal interviews, and interacting 
with members of the target people group in a variety of settings. Information gathered in this way can 
include attitudes that do not come to light in a more formal interview, names and locations of deaf clubs 
or organizations, political events or situations, personal opinions, and general information about the 
state of the country and the deaf community. Our note-taking practices consist of taking notes 
throughout the day as needed, and meeting at the end of each work day to consult, discuss, and compile 
our notes into a master document. Pertinent information is then included in this report where 
appropriate. 

Notes were taken from our interactions with roughly 100 participants in 9 locations in five cities, 
including Zalau, Cluj-Napoca, Brasov, Bucharest, and Bacau. 
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3.4 Sociolinguistic questionnaires 

Sociolinguistic questionnaires are a quantifiable tool used to conduct detailed interviews with research 
participants. They consist of both open and closed questions regarding a range of topics, including 
demographic information, deaf services and meeting places, language use and attitudes, and perceived 
needs. We implemented these questionnaires in face-to-face interviews, and collected eighteen different 
questionnaires in four different cities. 

Responses from these questionnaires were compiled and processed at the end of the survey. 
Conclusions are discussed in section 4.3. 

3.5 Wordlists 

Wordlist elicitation and analysis is a tool designed to measure the lexical similarity between dialects or 
language groups. We use this tool to estimate the language variation inside the country or people group 
we are targeting (E. Parks and J. Parks 2011). Wordlists consist of 241 digital presentation slides, each 
with a word in the spoken language of wider communication, and in most cases a picture of the object. 
See the wordlist in appendix B. Before elicitation, the researcher will demo the process in front of the 
camera to be sure the participant understands. Each participant was asked to use all of the signs they 
knew for the concept on the slide, whether they were signs they would use themselves or not. 

After collection we used methodology developed by Jason Parks (J. Parks 2011). This methodology 
consists of coding each individual sign based on four characteristics: initial and final location and initial 
and final handshape, using the ELAN annotation software (ELAN 2011). These parameters were then 
compared using SLLED and Rugloafer, software developed for comparing linguistic parameters and 
producing Levenshtein distance (White 2011), using built-in algorithms developed by Kleiweg (Kleiweg 
2011). Levenshtein distance is a basic measurement of the differences between each item on the 
wordlist, compared to each other item. It ranges from 0, in which all parameters of a pair of items are 
different, to 1, in which all parameters are identical. Individual entries are then scored, totaled and 
averaged to measure the similarity between each pair of varieties, giving the researcher a general idea of 
which language varieties are more or less similar to the others. 

When implemented with spoken languages, wordlist elicitation and analysis is used primarily as a 
measure of intelligibility. However, in sign languages, it is common for two signers to communicate well 
with significantly lower percentages of common vocabulary than is the case for spoken languages. As a 
result, wordlists are a less useful measure of intelligibility. They are, however, a good measure of 
language standardization, and highlight major instances of language variation, such as generational 
differences or major regional differences. 

3.6 Dialect network analysis 

In addition to wordlists and questionnaires, we use a tool called dialect network analysis to identify 
perceived dialectal variation among the languages we study. This tool is based on the Participatory 
Methods for Engaging Communities framework (Truong and Garcez 2009). It consists of working with a 
focus group to identify cities and geographical regions which use the same or different dialect as that of 
the focus group. This method provides a safe environment for group consensus, where all participants 
are encouraged to contribute. 

To begin, the research presents the group with a stack of cards labelled with major cities in the 
country, usually the ten to fifteen largest cities in the country, with a wide array of regions represented. 
The researcher will then go through the cards with the group, making sure that all the participants 
understand the cities and regions being discussed. Then the researcher asks the group to sort the cards 
into groups based on which cities use similar dialects, starting with the city where the focus group is 
meeting. This ultimately provides the researcher with a general idea of where mother-tongue signers 
perceive dialect differences to occur. 
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At the end of the survey, the results from each of these focus groups are assembled in a spreadsheet 
and the results are charted, providing us with a general idea of the perceived dialect differences in the 
country. 

We compiled the DNA data in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet and imported it into UCINET, a social 
network analysis program, developed by Analytic Technologies and in use since 2000 (Analytic 
Technologies 2010). We used UCINET to graphically represent the dialect network and show us the 
number of times two given cities were said to sign similarly. We can then make preliminary conclusions 
about perceived language variation within the country. See section 4.3.3 for the results of this tool.  

3.7 Research questions 

The following research questions guided us during fieldwork: 
1. RQ1. What/how many sign languages are used in Romania, what is their relationship to sign languages 

of other countries, and what attitudes exists between those languages? To answer this question we 
used Participant Observation (PO), Sociolinguistic Questionnaires (SLQ), and Dialect Network 
Analysis (DNA), and Wordlists (WL). 

2. RQ2. What are the causes and impact of language variation with the Romanian deaf community? PO, 
SLQ, WLs, and DNA were used to determine the existence and extent of variation within the 
country. 

3. RQ3. What are the opportunities for language development and Bible translation within Romania and 
who are the primary stakeholders and potential partners? PO and SLQ’s were used to identify 
interested and important individuals and groups in the language development process. 

4 Sign language in Romania 

Here we will discuss our findings relating to the sign languages in use among the Romanian deaf 
community, its relationship to neighboring sign languages, and the results of individual research tools 
discussed in the methodology section. 

4.1 Prior research and documentation 

We were able to find very little background information on sign language use in Romania. The 
Ethnologue mentions a single sign language: Romanian Sign Language, (ISO Code 639-3: RMS), but gives 
no further information (Lewis et al 2015). Alternative names for the language are Limbajul Mimico-
Gestual Romanesc, roughly translated as the ‘language of mime and gesture of Romania’ (Wycliffe Global 
Alliance 2012), and Limbajul Semenelor Romanesc, translated as ‘Romanian Sign Language’. Research 
participants told us that these names are contested among Romanians because of connotations that sign 
language is not a true language, but is just pantomime and gesture. They claimed that the second name, 
Limbajul Semenelor Romanesc (LSR), is preferred by the deaf community. Both names refer to the same 
language, however. For this paper, we will us the English name Romanian Sign Language and the 
abbreviation LSR. 

Romania’s history offers some useful information on the possible language situation in the country. 
Since 1913, Romania’s borders and government have experienced drastic changes thirteen times. The 
most significant of these changes was in 1918, which marked the addition of Transylvania, the 
northwestern quarter of the country which borders Hungary, and present day Moldova. The frequent 
change in borders could potentially have had a major impact on the sociolinguistic environment, 
especially for people living in the affected areas. Romania also has extensive historical association with 
communism, most notably from 1940 to 1960, though communist associations continued until 1989. 
(Lonely Planet 2012) 
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4.2 Similarity to other sign languages 

From our findings, Romanian sign language appears to be a language unique to Romania. Throughout 
our time spent in the country we had numerous conversations with native signers, who all strongly told 
us that Romanian sign language is not related to sign languages from other countries. Some mentioned 
that other sign languages in Europe were similar, while others said that when they went to other 
countries, communication was difficult. On the SLQ, 83% of our participants said that LSR is not related 
to the sign language of any other country; the rest of the participants claimed they did not know. See 
figure 1 for a summary of our SLQ findings. This data strongly suggests that Romanian sign language is 
not significantly related to any other sign languages. 
 

 
Figure 1. Is your sign language like the sign language of any other country? 

4.3 Variation within Romanian sign language 

Our first research question also addressed language variation within Romania. We used several tools to 
gather information on this topic. Participants in several locations told us that people sign differently in 
three different regions of the country: Transylvania, Moldavia (part of which is Romania, and part is the 
Republic of Moldova), and Wallachia, the southern half of present day Romania. They attributed the 
variation primarily to region and the regularly changing borders. When asked about the specifics, 
participants claimed that the language variation was not strong enough to make communication very 
difficult, and that they could negotiate fairly easily with signers from other regions. See map 3 for a map 
of these historical areas.2 

                                                   
2Accessed 7/15/2015. 
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Map 3. Historical regions of Romania 

 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mihai_1600.png, CC BY SA 3.0 

4.3.1 Sociolinguistic questionnaires 

SLQ responses were clear; only 22% of participants said that all the deaf people in Romania sign same. 
The rest of our participants offered reasons for variation including different teachers, schools, regions, 
and age. See figure 2 for details. 

Figure 2. Do all deaf people in Romania sign the same? 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mihai_1600.png
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4.3.2 Wordlist analysis 

During fieldwork in Romania we collected wordlists from 6 participants in three cities, with at least one 
city from each of the major regions of Romania. Each collected wordlist was compared to each other list 
using Levenshtein distance (http://www.levenshtein.net/), which ranges from 0, in which all parameters 
of a given pair of entries are identical, to 1, in which all parameters are different. All scores between a 
pair of wordlists are then tallied and averaged to give a score for the complete lists. The results produced 
are relative only within this study, and allow us to compare the amount of variation between language 
varieties within Romania. See table 2 for the comparison results in a matrix. 

Table 2. Levenshtein distances for Romania wordlists 

1 Cluj Napoca 
    0.37557 2 Cluj Napoca 

   0.366503 0.350903 3 Bucharest 
  0.369848 0.331291 0.300021 4 Bacau 
  0.389484 0.350046 0.322625 0.271163 5 Bacau 

 0.404754 0.37587 0.36533 0.321516 0.344381 6 Bacau 
 

Table 2 shows Levenshtein distances ranging from the most similar, Bacau 4 and Bacau 5, which 
were a husband and wife couple from the same city, to the most different, Cluj 1 and Bacau 6, which 
were both adult males from different regions. These results support the data from our other research 
tools which suggests that Romania is divided into regions, as it shows that geography is one of the most 
influential factors of language variation. 

Another presentation of the data involves using the unweighted pair-group method algorithm 
(UPGMA—see http://www.icp.ucl.ac.be/~opperd/private/upgma.html to produce clusters based on 
Levenshtein distance. The output of this analysis allows us quickly and graphically see which variants 
are the most and least similar. See the output of this tool in figure 3. 

 
Figure 3. Levenshtein Distance Cluster Dendrogram. 

As we examine the dendrogram in figure 4, we can easily see that the participants from Cluj, the 
largest and most centrally located city in Transylvania, show the most evidence of variation when 
compared with the rest of the country, supporting the conclusions from our other tools. 

In conclusion, our wordlist results agree with the results from our other tools, suggesting that the 
language variants in Transylvania show the most difference from the rest of the country. 

4.3.3 Dialect Network Analysis 

Dialect Network Analysis (DNA) revealed supporting data about variation within the country. Using data 
collected from three focus groups, we counted the number of times each focus group said any two cities 
were the same, and then combined all that data into figure 4. The lines connecting the labeled cities 
indicate that at least one focus group identified them as signing the same; the thickness of the connecting 

http://www.levenshtein.net/
http://www.icp.ucl.ac.be/%7Eopperd/private/upgma.html
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lines and number next to each line indicate how many focus groups made the same statement. If there is 
no line connecting two cities, no focus groups told us that those cities signed the same. We can see from 
the chart that language variation is centered in roughly three areas: the northwest Transylvania, 
Moldavia, and the southern Wallachia region. While this tool does not define the Moldavia and 
Wallachia regions as clearly as Transylvania, it serves to triangulate our findings from the SLQ and 
suggests that signers in Transylvania sign more like each other than elsewhere in the country. 

Figure 4. Dialect Network Analysis results. 

4.4 Dialect prestige 

Using the SLQ, we asked participants to identify the regions with which they found communication to be 
easiest. The goal of this was primarily to measure dialect prestige. Participants showed a strong 
preference for communicating with other cities in close proximity to their hometown, which suggests 
two possibilities. First, that there is in fact dialectal variation within Romania, and second, that there is 
not an overriding desire to learn a more prestigious dialect from a larger city or more prestigious school, 
as is often the case. 

Additionally, travel and communication between regions seems to be very common; both the SLQ 
and participant observation confirmed regular meetings between associations and individuals all over 
Romania, for purposes such as sports, parties, rallies, camps, Bible studies, contests, lotteries, and just 
visiting friends. When asked if deaf people from their region interact with other parts of Romania, 
participant responses were 100% affirmative. Finally, we asked participants whether or not they wanted 
all deaf people in Romania to sign the same; responses were strongly affirmative, at over 77%. See  
figure 5 for a summary of all the responses. 
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Figure 5. Do you want all deaf people in Romania to sign the same? 

4.5 Summary 

In summary, we can conclude that there is significant evidence of language variation within Romania. 
The largest differences can be seen between Transylvania and the rest of the country, as supported by 
participant observation, questionnaires, wordlists, and dialect network analysis. The extent of the 
variation and the impact it has on understanding fall mostly outside the scope of this survey; our primary 
tool for measuring this is the opinion and perception of our participants, which is inherently subjective. 
Also, we must distinguish between oral or signed communication, in the form of conversation or 
storytelling, and published communication, in the form of video publications. Face-to-face 
communication will almost always contain some level of negotiation, and will vary from person to 
person, depending on their background, their relationship with the other party, and a host of other 
factors, making evaluation of language variation between sign language variants very difficult. In light of 
this, we must make our “best guess” regarding the amount of difference between two varieties, and rely 
heavily on subjective means of evaluation until community testing and more detailed analysis of larger 
bodies of data can be completed. 

5 Language use 

Here we discuss our data on language use, acquisition, and attitudes, using primarily interview and 
sociolinguistics questionnaire data. We find this data is useful for understanding the vitality of the 
language and the deaf community in Romania. 

5.1 Language acquisition 

The topic of language acquisition is fundamentally different in deaf communities than it is in hearing 
ones. The primary reason for this is that language is not consistently transferred in a linear fashion from 
parent to child, but is instead acquired in different locations and at different ages depending on the 
person. The impact of these phenomena can be varied, but in general it means that members of the deaf 
community are acquiring language from their peers, school, and other locations instead of their family. 
One question on our SLQ looked at language acquisition directly, and we found that only 22% of our 
participants learned to sign from their family, compared to 61% that learned in school. See figure 6 for a 
complete summary of responses to this question. 
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Figure 6. Where did you learn to sign? 

In addition to general language acquisition, we asked participants questions about cross-modality 
and cross-cultural language transmission, specifically between hearing parents and deaf children and the 
reverse. Responses to these questions were surprising: deaf parents were said to sign with their children 
by only 39% of participants, while 55% of hearing parents were said to sign with their deaf children. See 
figures 7 and 8 for detailed answers. 
 

Figure 7. Do deaf parents sign with hearing children? 
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Figure 8. Do hearing parents sign with deaf children? 

Our SLQ data also shows that having deaf family members has a significant effect on how young 
deaf community members begin to learn sign language. We found that 60% of our participants without 
deaf family members began to learn sign at ten years old or older, well after the age by which they 
would have been expected to have language competency. Participants with deaf family, however, 
showed a strong tendency to learn sign language at a younger age. We found that 85% of our 
participants with deaf family started signing before the age of ten. This suggests that generational 
language transmission within the deaf community is much stronger than outside the community. See 
figure 9 and figure 10 for details. 
 

Figure 9. Participants without deaf family members: age of LSR acquisition. 
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Figure 10. Participants with deaf family members: age of LSR acquisition. 

5.2 Language attitudes 

A large portion of our research was focused on measuring the language attitudes present in the 
Romanian deaf community. Participant observation and the SLQ were the tools we used to gather 
information in this area. Our general impressions were that of a deaf community with positive views of 
sign language and deaf culture and a desire for improvement in deaf education. 

We begin with the SLQ question regarding who our participants interact with most on a daily basis. 
Responses to this question indicated very strongly that our participants spend most of their time with 
other members of the deaf community. None of participants claimed that they interact more with the 
hearing community. This suggests cohesion in the deaf community and indicates a vital language base. 
See figure 11 for more details. When we asked why each participant answered the way they did, answers 
fell into the following categories (generalized for anonymity). 

• I interact with deaf people more because it’s easier to understand each other. 
• It’s easier to socialize with deaf people. 
• Sign language is easiest for me to communicate. 
• The internet makes it possible for me to interact with hearing people. 
• I interact with hearing people at work. 
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Figure 11. Who do you interact with more—deaf or hearing? 

 

In a related question, we asked participants how they communicated with the hearing community. 
Top responses included writing and texting (38%), speaking (31%), and lip reading (17%). See figure 12 
for details. 
 

 
Figure 12. How do you communicate with the hearing community? 
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Participants were asked whether the Romanian hearing population was supportive of the deaf 
community; responses were split between yes, no, and it depends. See figure 13 for details. When asked 
to explain, participants gave the following responses, summarized below: 

• Hearing people don’t learn to sign. 
• Hearing people aren’t willing to communicate. 
• Deaf people are paid less than hearing people. 
• Hearing people oppress deaf people. 
• Discrimination against deaf people is common. 
• Hearing people are not patient with deaf people. 
• Hearing people often help to interpret at the bank or the doctor. 
• People who know sign language are supportive of deaf. 
• Only a deaf person’s hearing family and friends are supportive. 
These responses suggest that there are still significant strides to be made before the deaf community 

is recognized and fully supported by the hearing population. 
 

 
Figure 13. Are hearing people supportive of the deaf community? 

We asked participants what language modality they felt was best for the deaf community; responses 
strongly show that sign language is preferred. Participants gave reasons such as better education, easier 
communication, and cultural values. See figure 14 for details. 
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Figure 14. Which language is best for the deaf community: spoken or signed? 

Another indicator of language attitudes is the communities’ opinion of leadership, particularly 
which qualities they value in leadership. We asked participants to rank the qualities they expect in an 
effective leader—in our example—an association president. The following traits were ranked: deaf status, 
signing skill, education, literacy, and spoken language skills. Deaf status and signing skills were ranked 
highest, while spoken language skills were much less important. See figure 15 for details. 
 

 
Figure 15. Qualities desired in community leaders. 
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5.3 Summary 

In summary, the Romanian deaf community shows several indicators of language vitality: pride in their 
language, regular interaction within the community, emphasizing deaf native signers in leadership, and 
passing the language and culture on to future generations. 

6 Sociolinguistic environment 

This section contains information about the general sociolinguistic environment in Romania, discussing 
topics relevant to the deaf community. 

6.1 Cities and regions 

Participant observation confirmed what our dialect network analysis suggested: that Romanian deaf 
perceive three separate regions, and that people from each region sign differently. We noted specifically 
that participants made a distinction between Transylvania and the rest of the country, and Hungarian 
signers as opposed to Romanian signers. We were told that the same is true for the hearing population. 
In many cases, we found that participants had a poor opinion of the capital city of Bucharest; several 
deaf parents told us that they avoid sending their children there to school. 

We asked participants to identify the Romanian cities offering the best services for the deaf, such as 
schools, associations, and availability of interpreters. Cluj-Napoca came out on top by a wide margin, 
followed by Oradea and Bucharest. This is significant since we commonly find that cities with larger 
populations or centers of government offer more services. The fact that participants listed Bucharest 
third on the list (by a wide margin) suggests that Cluj-Napoca or Oradea would likely be a better choice 
of location for language development projects. See figure 16 for details. 
 

 
Figure 16. Cities with most services for the deaf. 
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6.2 Education and deaf schools 

We were unable to obtain extensive information about deaf schools in Romania. While we were able to 
identify several dedicated deaf schools in the country, we were unable to contact many of them. We 
visited one school in Bucharest, and were given a tour and a chance to interview one of the teachers. He 
told us that teachers are required to be able to sign and must pass a test before teaching, and that deaf 
teachers are employed there, but was unable to give us information about the general state of deaf 
education in the country. Participants told us that most schools use oral education and that most 
teachers are hearing. 

6.3 Deaf churches and ministries 

Romania has a significant number of deaf churches. We were able to visit a deaf church in Zalau, and 
there are deaf-lead churches in Bucharest , Timisoara, Cluj, Piatra Neamt, Oradea, and Satu Mare (The 
Deaf Romanian Baptist Community 2012). Participants told us that they themselves or other members of 
the deaf community attend the following churches: Orthodox, Baptist, Roman Catholic, and Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. There are apparently very few published religious materials available in LSR. One significant 
mention is the Jesus Film, interpreted into LSR, available for purchase on DVD. 

6.4 Associations, meeting places, and events 

The foremost deaf organizer in the country is the Asociatia Nationala a Surzilor din Romania (ANSR), or 
the National Association of the Deaf in Romania. ASNR organizes over thirty associations, and offers 
legal aid to members of the deaf community. During our time in Romania, we were unable to meet with 
the leadership of ANSR because the organization was experiencing a change in leadership (Asociatia 
Nationala a Surzilor din Romania 2012). 

6.5 Existing and desired language projects 

We were unable to identify any language projects relevant to the deaf community underway in Romania. 
Participants were asked to rank, in order of personal priority, the materials they would like to see 
developed in LSR. Educational materials were given the highest priority by our participants, but not by a 
wide margin. See figure 17 for more details. 
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Figure 17. Desired publications. 

7 Conclusion and recommendations 

Here we discuss the general situation of the deaf in Romania, summarize our findings, and recommend 
possible directions for future development. While our limited time in the country does not allow us to 
draw definite conclusions, it permits us to formulate a general summary of the sociolinguistic situation of 
the Romanian deaf community. 

We found no evidence that LSR is related to sign languages used in other countries; however, from 
our fieldwork, we can safely say that LSR varies significantly from region to region within Romania, with 
the three major variants being located in Transylvania, Moldavia, and Wallachia. While it is unclear 
exactly how different these variations are and how much they impede communication, it is clear that 
deaf Romanians recognize the differences and require some level of negotiation for communication 
between regions. Although the different variants seem to interact regularly, we suspect that negotiation 
plays a large part in their communication. While face-to-face conversation seems feasible, we expect that 
published sign language materials such as Bible translation, dictionaries, or teaching materials, would 
have difficulty reaching all three regions. 

Romania has a strong network of deaf organizations, including government support, established 
deaf churches, and several deaf schools. At the time of writing, though, the national deaf federation, 
ANSR, was undergoing significant change in leadership, and the outcome of these changes remains to be 
seen. Deaf education varies widely from region to region and school to school; many schools continue 
traditions of oral education, while others employ deaf teachers and offer classes in LSR. 

In summary, we believe that much opportunity exists for language development in Romania. 
Potential partners include ANSR and national deaf churches. Our findings suggest that Transylvania 
would be the ideal location for a language project, and key needs have been identified as LSR 
educational materials and Bible translation. 
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Appendix A. Sociolinguistic Questionnaire 

Questionnaire templates were formed in Microsoft Word and include both open and closed questions. 
Table 3 contains the list of questions asked. Questions 1–6 examined the SLQ participant’s metadata 
(personal background information). Questions 7–12 collected basic information regarding the 
participant’s perception of the social situation of the deaf community. These questions could be used 
with either hearing or deaf people. Questions 13–28 gathered information about the participant’s 
language use and attitudes. The SLQ also included a brief explanation of the research, gave an 
opportunity for the participant to show consent for being involved in the project, and showed which 
level of accessibility the participant was willing to give for the use of any data they provided. 

Table 3. Example Sociolinguistic Questionnaire 

Participant Metadata 

1. Roughly how old are you now? 
2. Do you have any deaf family members? If so, who? 
3. Where do you currently live? 
4. How many years of education have you completed? 
5. Please name the school(s) you have attended. 
6. At what age did you first start signing? Where and instructed by whom? Name: 

Deaf Services and Meeting Places 

7. List associations and organizations serving deaf people in your area, or informal places where deaf 
people socialize, indicating their role/activities. 

8. Do you attend religious services? If no, explain why not. If yes, please answer the following: What 
religious service/church do you attend? Why do you attend services? What language(s) does the 
service use? How many deaf people attend these services? 

9. Please list the deaf schools in your area. How many years of education do these schools offer 
students? Please identify the communication philosophy of each school (oral, bilingual, TC (Total 
Communication), etc.). 

10. Please list any published materials (videos, books, dictionaries, etc.) about/using the sign language 
in your area. Do deaf people use and/or like them? 

11. Do deaf people in your community interact with deaf people from other regions in Romania? If so, 
please answer the following: Which other communities? Where and why do they meet? 

12. Have deaf people here interacted with deaf people from other countries? If so, which countries? 

Language Use and Attitudes 

13. How well do deaf people sign in your community? 
14. Do you interact more with deaf or hearing people? Why? How do you communicate with hearing 

people? 
15. Do deaf parents sign with their hearing children? 
16. Do hearing parents sign with their deaf children? 
17. Are hearing people supportive of the deaf community? Explain your answer. 
18. Do all deaf people in Romania sign the same? If no, what factors lead to different signing? 
19. Do you want everyone in Romania to sign the same? Explain your answer. 
20. Is your sign language like the sign language of any other country? If yes, which one(s)? How do you 

feel about the use of these sign languages in Romania? 
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21. Do you think that it is better for deaf people to use sign language or spoken language? Explain your 
answer. 

22. How well do you read and write Romanian? 
23. What does your deaf community need most to succeed in life? 

Comparisons 

24. Rank the need of language materials from highest to lowest (SL dictionary, interpreter training 
materials, Bible, signed educational materials). 

25. When choosing a president in your deaf association/organization, how would you rank the 
importance of the following five characteristics (deaf, sign well, able to speak, able to read/write, 
well educated)? 

26. Best city for deaf people to live in (most services, education, support, etc.). 
27. City with sign language that is the easiest to understand. 
28. City with the most beautiful sign language. 

Additional Notes: 
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Appendix B. Wordlist 

Table 4. Wordlist items 

1 cat 50 shirt 99 happy 148 early 197 angry 
2 mouse 51 shoe 100 sad 149 late 198 laugh 
3 dog 52 table 101 hot 150 year 199 tired 
4 chicken 53 bed 102 cold 151 week 200 money 
5 rabbit 54 door 103 beautiful 152 Sunday 201 to sell 
6 horse 55 window 104 ugly 153 Monday 202 to buy 
7 elephant 56 house 105 to love 154 Tuesday 203 to pay 
8 bear 57 garbage 106 to hate 155 Wednesday 204 to count 
9 lion 58 rope 107 to start 156 Thursday 205 to need 
10 spider 59 feather 108 to finish 157 Friday 206 deaf 
11 fish 60 knife 109 to work 158 Saturday 207 to sign 
12 snake 61 book 110 to play 159 month 208 name 
13 cow 62 paper 111 yes 160 January 209 story 
14 animals 63 light bulb 112 no 161 February 210 what? 
15 banana 64 computer 113 true 162 March 211 how? 
16 apple 65 city 114 false 163 April 212 when? 
17 grapes 66 plane 115 good 164 May 213 where? 
18 carrot 67 bus 116 bad 165 June 214 who? 
19 onion 68 red 117 easy 166 July 215 how many? 
20 tomato 69 black 118 difficult 167 August 216 all 
21 bread 70 white 119 friend 168 September 217 some 
22 corn 71 green 120 enemy 169 October 218 more 
23 rice 72 blue 121 man 170 November 219 less 
24 meat 73 yellow 122 woman 171 December 220 many 
25 egg 74 colors 123 boy 172 to dance 221 nothing 
26 milk 75 three 124 girl 173 to cook 222 only 
27 wine 76 six 125 father 174 sweet 223 always 
28 coffee 77 nine 126 mother 175 hungry 224 never 
29 salt 78 ten 127 son 176 to sleep 225 now 
30 food 79 twenty 128 daughter 177 to dream 226 almost 
31 flower 80 hundred 129 grandfather 178 to help 227 continue 
32 tree 81 thousand 130 grandmother 179 to fight 228 other 
33 leaf 82 numbers 131 husband 180 to forgive 229 new 
34 wood 83 full 132 wife 181 peace 230 problem 
35 fire 84 empty 133 brother 182 to run 231 correct 
36 grass 85 wet 134 sister 183 to sit 232 with 
37 wind 86 dry 135 family 184 to stand 233 school 
38 mountain 87 dirty 136 cousin 185 to build 234 church 
39 sea 88 clean 137 soldier 186 to see 235 god 
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40 land 89 long 138 doctor 187 to search 236 devil 
41 river 90 short 139 police 188 to meet 237 Jesus 
42 island 91 old 140 king 189 to ask 238 Mary 
43 rock 92 young 141 judge 190 to 

understand 
239 angel 

44 water 93 weak 142 law 191 to lie 240 thank you 
45 sun 94 strong 143 teacher 192 to kill 241 you’re 

welcome 
46 moon 95 fat 144 morning 193 sharp   
47 stars 96 skinny 145 afternoon 194 pain   
48 ice 97 poor 146 day 195 blood   
49 snow 98 rich 147 night 196 afraid   
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