
 

From jellyfish to basking shark, we're
developing 100 new signs to deepen deaf
people's connection with the ocean
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For deaf people including schoolchildren, teachers and scientists, talking
about marine species like the shortfin mako shark, loggerhead turtle and
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tiny phytoplankton usually means spelling out each term letter by letter.
The lack of specific British Sign Language (BSL) signs for many marine
species and concepts has made it challenging to have meaningful
conversations about ocean conservation without resorting to tedious
fingerspelling.

This gap in sign language not only hinders communication, it excludes a
significant portion of the population from important environmental
discussions. Until now, most marine BSL terms have related to food or
iconic groups of animals such as whales.

That's why my team and I have been working with project partners from
five European countries to develop 100 new signs that will enable deaf
people to get more involved with marine sciences and
conservation—from an education and public engagement perspective,
and also to open up more career opportunities.

As part of a three-year project called Muffin (that stands for Marine,
Underwater, Fish For Inclusion), we will create a taxonomy of signs
related to the sea and marine life, such as seagrass, shore crabs, basking
sharks and kelp.

Like all sign languages, BSL is inherently visual—it incorporates the use
of facial expressions and body language as well as hand signals. This
makes it particularly suited for describing the dynamic and diverse world
of marine life. Unlike spoken languages, complex concepts can be
explained visually through sign language, offering new ways of
understanding marine ecosystems.

Rewilding BSL

Here at the Scottish Sensory Centre, I'm working with a team of 37 deaf
scientists, sign linguists and educators from all over the UK. Our online
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https://researchportal.hw.ac.uk/en/publications/deaf-students-using-sign-language-in-mainstream-science-classroom
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/
https://www.cbc.ca/radio/quirks/dec-4-xenobot-self-replication-red-light-for-declining-vision-water-from-the-solar-wind-and-more-1.6269551/deaf-researchers-are-advancing-the-field-of-science-but-barriers-still-hold-many-back-1.6269553
https://www.academia.edu/397060/Classroom_Of_The_Sea_Addressing_Scientific_Literacy_With_Deaf_Students
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41578-023-00575-9
https://royalsociety.org/news/2024/05/new-bsl-signs/
https://www.physoc.org/magazine-articles/learning-the-lingo-how-deaf-scientists-create-new-technical-terminology-in-british-sign-language/
https://phys.org/tags/marine+sciences/
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/
https://phys.org/tags/marine+life/
https://phys.org/tags/body+language/
https://phys.org/tags/marine+ecosystems/
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/


 

glossary aims to support deaf students' access to education in science,
technology, engineering and math (STEM subjects).

Since the glossary launched in 2007, nearly 4,000 signs and
accompanying definitions for scientific terms from ten subjects—from
astronomy and biology to computing and physics—have been collected
and developed.

We are now building on recent work on the glossary linked to
environmental science, which was funded by the Royal Society. For that,
we focused on some of the terms linked to the ocean and the negative
effects of fishing—for example, ghost fishing, bycatch and ocean
acidification. Now, we are expanding the glossary to include more
specific marine species, and schools are already using this science
glossary to support young people in classrooms and labs.

Each country (Malta, Croatia, Italy, Spain and the UK) is developing its
own national sign language glossaries and educational resources tailored
to its specific needs and linguistic contexts. Hopefully, this will make it
possible for deaf people to participate fully in discussions about ocean
conservation.

With our European partners, we identify marine wildlife commonly
found in the Mediterranean and waters surrounding the UK, from
microscopic plankton to large cetaceans. Then, in collaboration with the
UK sign development team and deaf marine experts from Canada,
France, Germany, the Netherlands and the US, we develop new visual
signs that represent some of the characteristics and behavior of these
species.

For instance, the sign for jellyfish might incorporate flowing hand
movements to represent its many tentacles, while the sign for dolphin
could mimic this marine mammal's distinctive leap out of the water.
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https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/
https://royalsociety.org/about-us/who-we-are/diversity-inclusion/bsl-videos/
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/ghostfishing.html
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/bycatch.html
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/acidificationocean.html
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/acidificationocean.html
https://phys.org/tags/marine+species/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-66464437
https://phys.org/tags/sign+language/
https://phys.org/tags/deaf+people/
https://phys.org/tags/ocean+conservation/
https://phys.org/tags/ocean+conservation/
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/biology/plantplankton.html#start
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/cetaceans.html


 

As we continue to develop these new marine-related signs, we're
working with marine education centers around the UK to develop more
resources for young deaf children, such as educational videos. By
bridging the communication gap, we are empowering BSL users to
participate fully in discussions about the future of our oceans. This is not
just about creating new signs for complex terms—it is about fostering a
deeper connection between people and the marine environment.

Ten new marine signs

Aquaculture, biome, bycatch, cetaceans, dolphin pingers, ghost fishing, 
no-take zone, ocean acidification, overfishing, shellfish.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/aquacultured.html
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/biomed.html
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/bycatchd.html
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/cetaceansd.html
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/dolphinpingersd.html
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/ghostfishingd.html
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/notakezoned.html
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/acidificationoceand.html
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/overfishingd.html
https://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/BSL/environment/shellfishd.html
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