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This paper tells you about ISO 639-3—a list of the world’s languages—in simple English. The paper explains  
• what ISO 639-3 is, and how to learn more about it 
• how to find out if your sign language is already in the list 
• how to decide if you should add your sign language to the list  
• how to get your sign language added 
• how to improve other published information about your sign language 

1. What is ISO 639-3? 
ISO 639-3 is a list of the names of all the languages of the world. It includes both signed and spoken 

languages. Who controls it? An organization called the International Organization for Standards (ISO, see 
http://www.sil.org/iso639-3/).  

Each language in ISO 639-3 has a three-letter code.  For example, the ISO 639-3 code for English is [eng], and 
the one for Spanish is [spa].  We write the code with lower-case letters and usually enclose it in square brackets.  We 
need these codes because many languages have more than one name, and some names are used for more than one 
language.  For example, “JSL” can mean either Jordanian Sign Language or Japanese Sign Language. If someone 
talks about “JSL”, it is not clear which language they’re talking about. However, each language has one and only 
one ISO 639-3 code. So, if someone tells you that they’re talking about the JSL that has the code [jsl] you know they 
mean Japanese Sign Language. If they say they’re talking about the JSL that has the code [jos], you know they mean 
Jordanian Sign Language.  

Sometimes the three-letter code is similar to the name of the language, like [eng] for English.  Often it is 
different.  For example, American Sign Language is usually called “ASL”, but its ISO 639-3 code is not [asl], but 
[ase].1  But, do not let that bother you. The ISO 639-3 code is not a name; it is like an identification number.  For a 
sign language, the normal abbreviation for the language is usually different from the ISO 639-3 code.  When 
possible, the ISO organization tries to make the ISO 639-3 code be similar to the language name or its normal 
abbreviation. But, it is not always possible, because each language needs its own language code, and two languages 
can’t have the same code.  Some of the codes are really strange. Here is one example. Kenyan Sign Language (KSL) 
has the code [xki].  The important thing? It is not what code a language has. It is that each language has its own 
unique code. 

Linguists use the ISO 639-3 codes when they write about languages. This helps make it clear which language 
they’re talking about.  People use these codes in files on the internet and in libraries. This helps people find those 
files in searches.  Some computer programs use the codes too.  An ISO 639-3 code is a short way to indicate what 
language is used in a computer file.  

There is a website, called Ethnologue (http://www.ethnologue.com), which contains a description about every 
language in ISO 639-3.  It includes more information than the ISO 639-3 standard.   

The English Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org) also has articles on most languages in ISO 639-3. Other 
versions of Wikipedia do also, but the English version is probably the most complete. 

                                                           
1 The code [asl] was already assigned to a different language (Asilulu in Indonesia), so it wasn’t available for ASL. 
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2. Is your sign language already in ISO 639-3? 
Some sign languages are already listed in the ISO 639-3 standard and have an ISO 639-3 code.  In 2013, there 

were 136 sign languages with ISO 639-3 codes.  Actually, there are many more sign languages in the world. 
However, they aren’t all listed in the standard yet, and so they don’t have codes.  

You can find out if your sign language is already in the ISO 639-3 standard and find out what its code is.  The 
easiest way is to look for your language in Ethnologue. 

• Go to http://www.ethnologue.com. 
• In the upper-right corner of the screen, find the “Search Ethnologue” box. It looks like this: 

 
• Type the name of your language into that search box and click on the “>>” to search. 
• Hopefully, you will find your language in the search results. You can click on the language name to 

see what the Ethnologue says about it. The Ethnologue gives the ISO 639-3 code. 
• If you can’t find your language, try searching for other names that people call it, or search by the name 

of your country with the words “sign language”. 
• If you still can’t find it, it probably is not in the ISO 639-3 standard yet. 

You can also look it up in the English Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page). Most languages have 
articles there.  (There is also a list on the ISO 639-3 website, but it is hard to use.  It is hard find a language there if 
you don’t already know its language code.) 

3. Should you add your sign language to ISO 639-3? 
Many times, it helps if your sign language is listed in ISO 639-3. 

• ISO 639-3 announces to the world that your language exists and that it is different from all other 
languages.  This can give it more prestige and respect. 

• The Ethnologue will create an entry for your language, so that people can learn more about it.  (If a 
language is not in ISO 639-3, the Ethnologue does not have an entry for it.) 

• Probably someone will also create an article for your language in Wikipedia.   
• It will be easier for people to find information about your language when they search for it on the 

internet and in libraries. Why? Because many search tools use ISO 639-3. 
• There might be more services available from the government and other organizations.  We can’t 

promise anything, of course. However, sometimes if a language is in ISO 639-3, this helps convince 
people to pay attention to it and support it. 

There are also some possible risks. You should consider these carefully. 
• If there are several sign languages in a country, Deaf people might get more government funding and 

help if they have just one ISO 639-3 code for the whole country, rather than one for each language.  If 
there is just one code, it will look like there is one large language instead of several smaller ones. One 
large language might get more help than several smaller ones. 

• If you make a request to ISO 639-3 to recognize a language, it might mobilize opposition to the 
language.  For example, this might happen if there are several sign languages in the country, and if 
some people in the government want to promote just one sign language and suppress all the others. If 
they see your proposal, they might start fighting harder against your right to use your language. 

These things might not happen.  But, then again, they might.  You have to decide if they might happen in your 
country. You have to decide which is greater: the benefits of having an ISO 639-3 code or the risks. 

Usually, if there is only one main sign language in a country, there is not much risk in adding it to the ISO 
639-3 standard. In most cases it will help your Deaf community if ISO 639-3 includes your language. 
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4. How to add your sign language to ISO 639-3 
Anyone can ask ISO to add a language to ISO 639-3.  It’s best if a Deaf organization or Deaf person who uses 

that language makes the proposal, but anyone can do so. The process is not difficult, but it takes time. It has several 
steps and takes from 6-18 months.  The ISO 639-3 website (http://www-01.sil.org/iso639-3/submit_changes.asp) 
describes the process.  

The first step is to fill in some forms about the language. You describe the language and explain why it should 
be added to ISO 639-3.  (If you want, someone else can fill in the forms for you.  Albert Bickford, a member of SIL 
International, can help you fill in the forms.  You can write to him at linguistic_services_gslt@sil.org.  He knows 
ASL and can talk with you by Skype, Oovoo, or videophone.) 

On those forms, you need to provide information about several things. The first two things are very important. 
• You have to show that your language exists and that people use it on a daily basis as their normal 

means of communication.  (If the language is dying out or is no longer in use, you have to show that in 
the past people used it daily for normal communication.) If there are published dictionaries, grammars, 
or linguistic articles about the language, it helps to list them, but they aren’t necessary. Sometimes it is 
enough just to state these things and give a few more details. 

• You have to show that your language is different from other languages already in ISO  639-3, such as 
the national language of your country or of neighboring countries.  The usual way of showing that is 
called “mutual intelligibility”.  This means: Can people from two different groups understand each 
other?  However, for sign languages, we have to be careful. Two people who know different sign 
languages can sometimes understand each other, because they adjust to each other when talking face-
to-face.  But, if they watch videos of the other language, or if they watch a conversation that they 
aren’t participating in, they may not understand at all.  That shows that their languages are not the 
same.  On the ISO 639-3 forms, you should state that people who use your language do not understand 
the other language in these situations, and people from the other language don’t understand your 
language.  That is usually enough.  However, there might be people who claim that your language is 
the same as some other language (or who want it to be the same). In that case, you may have to 
provide facts that prove that your language is different. One way to do this is with a “language survey”. 
This is a scientific study; it carefully compares languages to see if they are really different. 

• The forms also ask for other information about the language. Who uses it? Where? What do people call 
it? Are there published books or DVDs? Does the government recognize it?  

After you fill in the forms, here’s what will happen: 
• You send the forms to a person called the “ISO 639-3 registrar” (iso639-3@sil.org).  The registrar 

reads the forms and asks people to evaluate them.  If you send them by Sept. 1, they will be evaluated 
early the next year.  After Sept. 1, they will be kept and evaluated the year after that. 

• Each year, from September to December, the ISO 639-3 registrar posts all new proposals on the ISO 
639-3 website (http://www.sil.org/iso639-3/). Anyone in the world can comment on those proposals. 
They can say they support it, or they can argue against it. 

• In early January, a committee looks at the proposals and at the comments.  They make a decision 
whether to accept the proposal.  The committee accepts most proposals.  The registrar then adds the 
language to the ISO 639-3 standard and assigns it a three-letter code.  Sometimes the committee rejects 
a proposal if it doesn’t follow the rules of the standard, or if the proposal doesn’t provide enough 
evidence.  If that happens, you can improve the proposal and try again next year.  But, most proposals 
succeed, and the language gets added.  In recent years, about 20 sign languages have been added to the 
standard. Only one was rejected, and that was just because the proposal didn’t provide good reasons.  
We think the language will get in when they provide better reasons. 

• The Ethnologue will start describing new languages in February.  The first entry will probably be 
short.  It will probably only include the information that you put on the ISO 639-3 proposal. See the 
next section for how to make the Ethnologue entry more complete. 

• Soon afterward, someone will probably add the language to the English Wikipedia. 
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5. How to improve public information about your language  
The two main public sources of information about languages are Ethnologue and Wikipedia.   
In Ethnologue, if you think some information about your language should be corrected, or if you have 

additional information that you think should be added, write to or talk to Albert Bickford 
(linguistic_services_gslt@sil.org), or write directly to the Ethnologue editor (editor_ethnologue@sil.org). 

Wikipedia may also have information on your language. We encourage you to update the Ethnologue first with 
any information you have. Then, the correct information will eventually find its way into Wikipedia. 
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