
This is a self-archived version of an original article. This version 
may differ from the original in pagination and typographic details. 

Author(s): 

Title: 

Year: 

Version:

Copyright:

Rights:

Rights url: 

Please cite the original version:

CC BY 4.0

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Opening up Corpus FinSL : enriching corpus analysis with linguistic ethnography in a
study of constructed action

© 2024 the author(s), published by De Gruyter

Published version

Puupponen, Anna; Hodge, Gabrielle; Anible, Benjamin; Salonen, Juhana; Wainio,
Tuija; Keränen, Jarkko; Hernández, Doris; Jantunen, Tommi

Puupponen, A., Hodge, G., Anible, B., Salonen, J., Wainio, T., Keränen, J., Hernández, D., &
Jantunen, T. (2024). Opening up Corpus FinSL : enriching corpus analysis with linguistic
ethnography in a study of constructed action. Linguistics, Early online.
https://doi.org/10.1515/ling-2023-0196

2024



Anna Puupponen*, Gabrielle Hodge, Benjamin Anible,
Juhana Salonen, Tuija Wainio, Jarkko Keränen, Doris Hernández and
Tommi Jantunen

Opening up Corpus FinSL: enriching corpus
analysis with linguistic ethnography in a
study of constructed action
https://doi.org/10.1515/ling-2023-0196
Received September 30, 2023; accepted April 6, 2024; published online June 11, 2024

Abstract: Corpus methods are now established within the field of signed language
linguistics. Empirical investigations of signed language corpora have challenged
many early assumptions about the nature of deaf community signed languages,
while making us more aware of the limitations of traditional corpus documentation
methods. One limitation relates to insufficient documentation of ethnographic in-
formation that is often necessary for accurately understanding and interpreting
corpus data. Linguistic ethnography offers unique possibilities for addressing this
limitation. This article outlines a novel interview method developed to enrich the
original Corpus of Finnish Sign Language (Corpus FinSL) with additional ethno-
graphic information eight years after it was first documented and archived with
standard IMDI corpusmetadata.We interviewed 22 Corpus FinSL signers about their
family and social networks, as well as their lifelong language, geographical, educa-
tional, and employment trajectories. Here we describe how this information illu-
minates the linguistic analysis and interpretation of constructed action – an
enactment-based way to express meaning – in Corpus FinSL data. Our results reveal
constructed action in FinSL discourse is influenced by factors like signer’s educa-
tional background and age, but not exclusively by family networks or use of other
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University of Jyväskylä, Jyväskylä, Finland; and School of Philosophy, Psychology and Language Sciences,
The University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, UK, E-mail: gabrielle@gabriellehodge.com
Benjamin Anible, Department of Language and Literature, Norwegian University of Science and
Technology Trondheim, Norway, E-mail: benjamin.d.anible@ntnu.no
Juhana Salonen, Tuija Wainio, Jarkko Keränen, Doris Hernández and Tommi Jantunen, Sign
Language Centre, Department of Language and Communication Studies, University of Jyväskylä,
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sign languages. The interview materials demonstrate diversity and change in the
communicative ecologies of FinSL, which is discussed in relation to the use of con-
structed action in FinSL. We argue that this kind of approach enables signed lan-
guage corpus linguistics to “open up” more to signers’ lived experiences, while still
“tying down” empirical descriptions of FinSL. A major benefit is the enrichment of
both machine-readable annotations and metadata, while supporting deeper
engagement between deaf signing communities and signed language corpus
projects.

Keywords: sign language; corpus; linguistic ethnography; enactment; constructed
action

1 Introduction

Signed language (SL) corpus linguistics evolved in response to the technological
advancements and the heavy reliance on “native signer informant” methodologies
that dominated signed language linguistics throughout the twentieth century (see
Hodge & Crasborn 2022; Johnston 2010). Instead of asking one or two signers to
judge the grammaticality of sentences to camera and out of context, for example,
corpus methods have enabled researchers to build machine-readable databases
of language use from greater numbers of signers interacting more naturalistically,
and to link these to existing or new lexical databases (Fenlon et al. 2014; Johnston
2010). Corpus methods have also enabled researchers to temporally align annotated
analyses to the filmed interactions, and to count these annotations in systematic
ways, instead of awkwardly transcribing three-dimensional signing using written
glosses on a two-dimensional page (see Crasborn and Sloetjes 2008; Fenlon et al.
2015). In this way, corpus methods support the empirical description of naturalistic
signed language use.

In the past decade, many different signed language corpora have been devel-
oped, facilitating substantial contributions to what is known about deaf community
signed languages and how they are used (see Fenlon and Hochgesang 2022). We now
have a much more empirically rigorous understanding of how different bodily ac-
tions are meaningfully combined within specific types of signed interactions, along
with valuable information about the frequency and use ofmanual signs and patterns
of grammatical constructions (e.g., Fenlon et al. 2018; Ferrara and Johnston 2014;
Jantunen 2017; Johnston 2012). We also have much more awareness of various social
factors influencing signed language variation, such as age and region – at least for the
cohorts of deaf signers who have been included in corpus documentation, who are
usually signers who learned sign language from birth or early childhood (e.g., Fenlon
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et al. 2014; Stamp et al. 2014). Signed language corpus studies have also contributed to
the development of vital resources such as online dictionaries, teaching pedagogies
and language revitalisation activities (e.g., Cresdee and Johnston 2014; Leeson et al.
2019; Salonen et al. 2020, 2022).

Yet these studies have raised new questions regarding the nature of deaf com-
munity signed languages, especially regarding the extensive variation documented
within signed language corpora. Some aspects of language variation, such as
phonological variation or regional lexical variation, can be investigated using
narrative retellings as a control, offering insights on some of the factors that might
explain this variation. For example, one investigation of referring expressions in
Auslan retellings found that cognitive accessibility and animacy explained 52 % of
the variance observed in how these referring expressions were composed, especially
in relation to signers’ use of a specific type of enactment referred to as constructed
action (CA) (Hodge et al. 2019; see Section 2.3). Yet the question remains: what factors
explain the remaining variance? Are these factors that have not yet been annotated
in existing corpora? Or are these factors that corpus data is not currently able to
describe, perhaps because of how they were designed? As signed language corpus
studies mature through the exploration of more naturalistic forms of discourse such
as conversation, the number and type of factors explaining language variation are
likely to becomemore complex. It is therefore necessary to analyse corpus datamore
deeply in terms of the broader communicative ecologies in which the documented
signers live and work (see Ferrara et al. 2023; Hodge et al. 2023). In doing so, we can
also seek better engagement between signed language corpus projects and the deaf
communities they aim to support.

In this paper we describe our recent efforts to widen SL corpus analysis in such
ways. The aims of the paper are twofold. Firstly, we wish to describe an interview
method with which we aim at enriching the analysis on the Corpus of Finnish Sign
Language (Corpus FinSL). Secondly, we present a study in which we bring together
quantitative analysis on the aforementioned enactment type, CA, using data docu-
mented in the Corpus FinSL, and qualitative descriptions of signers’ personal his-
tories and communicative ecologies collected through the interviews. The aim is to
analyse the corpus materials and signers’ background information quantitatively as
well as to discuss these results against the detailed and granular aspects of the
communicative practices and personal histories of the signers. The work is a com-
bined effort by us, a group of deaf and hearing professionals working in and outside
academia, who represent different nationalities, positions, and backgrounds when it
comes to sign language studies. Our language and education backgrounds, and
relationship with sign languages are varying, with signed languages as a first lan-
guage, second/foreign language or a relatively recent new part of one’s linguistic
repertoire. We have worked as researchers, educators, authors or interpreters, in
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academia as well as in social impact projects. Our research has focused on, for
example, linguistics, corpus analysis, ethnography, and cognitive sciences.

The importance of studying depiction, in general, and CA, in particular, lies in
the fact that such iconic meaning-making strategies are integral parts of deaf com-
munity sign languages. Despite this importance, to date, most of the corpus-based
studies on sign language have focused on the phonological variation or variation of
lexical or partly lexical units (i.e., lexical, indicating and pointing signs [see e.g.,
Fenlon et al. 2018; Stamp et al. 2014]; for an exception, see Ferrara et al. 2023). This is
understandable, as largemultimodal sign language corpora have been available only
for a relatively short time. The annotations included in the creation of these corpora
mostly include tagging for lexical and partly lexical units and their characteristics
(such as one-/two-handedness), and therefore offer a first step into corpus-based
analysis of variation in sign languages. However, if we aim at understanding more
fully the variation in the use of FinSL – or any other sign language –more attention
should be paid to the more gradient and less conventionalised ways of making
meaning, such as enactment.

2 Background

2.1 Language ecologies and deaf mobilities

People live within richly contextualised language ecologies: the historically contin-
gent sedimentation and constantly emerging trajectories of interactions between
language users and their environments (see Ferrara and Hodge 2018; Goodwin 2000;
Haugen 1972). Within these ecologies, different people draw on any and all of the
semiotic resources available to them within specific interactions and spatio-
temporal contexts. This contributes to the development of semiotic repertoires, in
which different languages, modes, and practices for communicating combine ac-
cording to the needs and demands of the people interacting (Kusters et al. 2017a).
Some of these become heavily conventionalised codes that are shared widely across
communities of use (cf. “language”). Others remain more ephemeral, emerging and
disappearing within specific social contexts and for specific ends, especially when
undertaken between people with sensorial asymmetries (see e.g., Kusters 2017a,
2017b). We refer to these complex networks of information and communication
practices in an individual’s everyday life as communicative ecologies.

As minoritised language users marginalised within hegemonic socio-political
structures, deaf people using deaf community signed languages such as FinSL
develop extremely rich and varied repertoires that encompass the full spectrum of
these possibilities. These repertoires are heavily shaped by small-scale encounters
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with friends, family members, and others within local, national, and transnational
networks, in addition to themainstream and institutionalised structures of language
transmission that typically shape majority language use (see Hodge and Goswell
2021). It should also be pointed out that institutionalised transmission, such as lan-
guage teaching, is often rooted in mainstream linguistics and traditional views on
language, which emphasise the linear organisation of conventionalised units in
written modes of language – views which have ultimately pushed signed languages
(as well as iconic and indexical aspects of speech) to the margins (see Ferrara and
Hodge 2018; Jantunen 2022; Puupponen 2019).

In Finland, most deaf signers, especially younger signers, are multilingual in
several signed, spoken, andwritten languages (Rainò 2021; Tapio and Takkinen 2012).
These may include FinSL, Finnish, FinSSL (Finland-Swedish Sign Language), English,
and many other languages. Given the engagement with other European deaf com-
munities, some deaf signers are also skilled in International Sign. Thesemultilingual,
translanguaging experiences have been describedwell, for example, in the context of
the multilingual language practices of deaf and hearing children acquiring a signed
language (Kanto 2022; Tapio 2013). Tapio (2013) observed that deaf children develop
richmeaning-making skills for navigating various types of (mis)understandingwhile
learning English in a classroom, including online communication and the coordi-
nation of fingerspelled and mouthed English within FinSL interactions. Kanto (2022)
has also reported on the multifaceted and multilingual nature of the language en-
vironments and practices of deaf and hearing children acquiring FinSL as one of
their languages. Kanto underlines the importance of seeing languages as dynamic,
adaptive, and hybrid resources for communication andmulticulturalism. Tapio (e.g.,
2013, 2019) and Kanto (2022) point out that the communicative practices of child and
adult users of FinSL are highly multimodal, combining visual-kinetic, sound, textual,
and other semiotic resources.

However, deaf signers in Finland may also experience quite different language
learning trajectories from each other, depending on their specific familial, educa-
tional, and social experiences (e.g., Tapio and Takkinen 2012). Some signers develop
repertoires that are not available to others, or are systemically prevented from doing
so. For example, in an ethnographic study of deaf adult asylum seekers and their
experiences claiming asylum in Finland, Sivunen (2019) found that while these deaf
adults are usually fluent in their own signed languages or home signs, due to limited
educational opportunities they are typically only emergent readers of written lan-
guages such as Arabic, and may experience extreme language barriers and social
isolation in the process of claiming asylum in Finland. This makes it difficult for deaf
asylum seekers to learn FinSL or Finnish to the level that is required for negotiating
bureaucratic and other processes, and underlines the need for other deaf people
around them, both for languaging and psychosocial support (Sivunen 2019).
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Historically, a similar importance can be seen, for example, in the role of deaf
peers (other pupils) for deaf children acquiring FinSL for the first time when
starting school in an oralist boarding school for the deaf in Finland – a phenom-
enon sometimes referred to as horizontal peer (i.e., intragenerational) trans-
mission (see e.g., Mudd et al. 2020). During the early twentieth century – along with
most of Europe – Finnish deaf education paradigms shifted from bilingual deaf-
teacher-inclusive methodologies focused on general education and sign language,
towards oralist methodologies focusing on speech, writing, and practical skills,
stigmatising sign language use, and excluding deaf teachers from the field (Finnish
Museum of the Deaf 2023; Salmi and Laakso 2005; Takkinen et al. 2023.) The role of
deaf peers therefore became hugely important for the creation of deaf spaces (see
e.g., Friedner and Kusters 2015), learning of FinSL (Finnish Museum of the Deaf
2023), and the transmission of deaf ontologies and epistemologies (see Humphries
2008; Kusters et al. 2017b), especially amongst pupils who did not have a heritage
signer background.

Towards the 1970s, the paradigm started to reshift as attitudes toward sign
language started to slowly change among educators, largely due to the lobbying
and activism of the Finnish Association of the Deaf (FAD) during the 1950s and 1960s.
This resulted in the introduction of the so-called “simultaneous method” (i.e., sign-
supported speech) as amethod of instruction; offering first sign language courses for
hearing educators of deaf pupils in the late 1960s and during the 1970s; and rein-
troducing bilingual education and the teaching of FinSL as a mother tongue into the
education systemwith the advent of the Deaf Awarenessmovement. During this time
there was a lot of areal variation in how and howmuch sign language was present in
the everyday life and pedagogy of different institutions. For example, Tapio (2013)
reports that at the school of the deaf in Oulu (in the region of North Ostrobothnia,
Finland), called Merikartano School, sign language was strongly promoted and used
as a language of instruction as early as the 1960s.

The rights of deaf individuals have been included, in some form or another, in
Finnish legislation since 1979 when interpreting services for deaf citizens were
included in legislation (Rainò 2021). FinSLwas first introduced to the Basic Education
Act in 1983 as a method to support the language of instruction (i.e., mainly Finnish or
Swedish). During the 1990s, when Finnish education policy aimed at improving the
position of linguistic minorities, the FAD worked towards the recognition of sign
language users as a linguistic and cultural minority. Formal teaching of FinSL did,
indeed, become present in Finnish basic education in 1991 and FinSL was enshrined
in the Constitution in 1995. The updates in the school laws that followed in 1998made
it possible, but did not oblige, the authorities to organise sign language teaching and
to teach sign language as amother tongue (Finnish Association of the Deaf et al. 2010;
Finnish Museum of the Deaf 2023; Salmi and Laakso 2005; Takkinen et al. 2023.)
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Finally, the Sign Language Act, which entered into force in 2015, places an obligation
on public authorities to promote the linguistic rights of sign language users (both
FinSL and FinSSL users). According to the Act, authorities are required to promote in
their activities the opportunities of sign language users to use their own language
and receive information in their own language, including the right of a sign language
user to be taught in his or her own language and to sign language teaching, laid down
in educational laws in 1998.

However, the realisation of these rights is still very varying. For example, ac-
cording to the Sign Language Barometer 2020 citizens survey (Rainò 2021), 60 %of the
survey participants (of whom all identified an SL as their mother tongue) reported
that their deaf or hearing children did not receive any teaching of FinSL in their basic
education. In the case that the formal learning of FinSL was included in the educa-
tion, sometimes the teaching was given only for a short period of time, after which it
had ended due to issues such as difficulties in the place of residence and school
location or the lack of funding agreement in the municipal authorities. In addition,
teaching of FinSL as a mother tongue is, in general, a fairly new addition to the
national curriculum of Finnish basic education. The field still lacks standards as well
as methodological variety and metadiscourse among professionals. This demon-
strates how the role of institutions in the transmission of FinSL, deaf ontologies, and
epistemologies varies a lot across individuals and institutions.

The research literature and deaf education and legislation history, described
above, illustrate the different experiences of deaf signers in Finland across gener-
ations as well as synchronically, and highlight the importance of ongoing language
immersion for deaf signed language users. They also suggest how different life
trajectories might manifest in markedly different semiotic repertoires for different
deaf people in different life circumstances, in a way that corpus data does not
currently capture. The nuances of these social conditions, and their influence on deaf
lives and languaging, are most carefully taken up within the deaf anthropology1 and
linguistic ethnography literature. In this domain, “it is impossible to disentangle
discussions of deaf sociality from discussions of (sign) language” (Friedner and
Kusters 2020: 34; see also Kusters and Hou 2020). This is highly relevant to signed
language corpus studies, where it is often assumed that the signers documented

1 Deaf anthropology is an emerging field that is based on “a commitment to understanding deaf-
nesses across time and space while holding on to ‘deaf’ as a category that does something socially,
politically, morally, andmethodologically” (Friedner and Kusters 2020: 31). Furthermore, by “placing
‘deaf’ central in explorations of socialities, mobilities, modalities, and technologies”, deaf anthro-
pology has “illuminated different ways of being deaf”, and it “offers up diverse analyses of what it
means to be a sensing, communicating, and social person in the world”, while it also “argues for
deafnesses as providing ontologies and epistemologies that are valuable and worth preserving”
(Friedner and Kusters 2020: 41).
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within a corpus represent an idealised “native signer”2 standard that serves as a
benchmark for describing the signed language in question. Traditionally, the impact
of parental signer profiles (whether parents are hearing M2L23 signers, non-signers,
or deaf signers) has been given a lot of attention when studying sign language
acquisition, for example (e.g., Curtin et al. 2021). While it is essential to describe the
language use of signers who have experienced uninterrupted language transmission
use, it also risks obscuring aspects of deaf socialities that are relevant to under-
standing language variation and complexity (cf. Schembri et al. 2018). One solution is
to enrich existing corpus methods with linguistic ethnography.

2.2 Enriching the Corpus FinSL with linguistic ethnography

Since 2014, studies undertaken using the Corpus FinSL have greatly enhanced our
understanding of Finnish Sign Language (FinSL) structure and use (e.g., Jantunen
2016; Puupponen 2019; Takkinen et al. 2018). Corpus FinSL data has been invaluable
for revising earlier claims about FinSL (e.g., Jantunen 2017) while illuminating
the primary social factors influencing signers’ use of communicative strategies
(Puupponen et al. 2022). All these studies were made possible through the systematic
development and enrichment of video data in the Corpus FinSL, with findings
directly applied to teaching and learning FinSL at Jyväskylä University (see Salonen
et al. 2020).

Over time, analyses of Corpus FinSL data have become increasingly robust as
new studies build on earlier ones (see e.g., Jantunen 2017; cf. Puupponen et al. 2022).
Together, these corpus studies build a picture of FinSL as semiotically diverse, highly
dependent on context, and with patterns of use that are only partly explained by the
First Wave sociolinguistic variables sampled in the original corpus design and
metadata collection (cf. Ferrara et al. 2023). This includes information about indi-
vidual signers’ age of signed language acquisition, whether their parents are deaf or
hearing, where they have lived in the past ten years, and so on. There is a need to

2 Themajority (90 %) of deaf children are born to hearing parents (Mitchell andKarchmer 2004). The
term native signer is often used to refer to so-called heritage signers, i.e., signers whose parents are
also signers, usually deaf signers.
3 The abbreviation M2L2 has been recently used to refer to individuals who are learning a new
modality (M2) while they are learning a new language (L2), in contrast to, e.g., signers of a particular
sign language who are learning a new sign language (M1L2) (for an overview, see e.g., Schönström
2021). In the current study, we use the abbreviation M2L2 to refer to people in the participants’
networks who are hearing Finnish speakers, who have learned FinSL as a second language (L2)
during adulthood and who therefore have started to utilise their bodies and modes of embodied
communication in a new way during this learning process (M2).

8 Puupponen et al.



recalibrate our corpus methods and theories of language in light of these findings,
and to orient our research lens to the more socially indexical practices of FinSL. In
other words, orient towards what it means to be viittomakielinen in Finland: a sign
language person (see Salonen 2021).

In terms of the Corpus FinSL, thismeans considering the various deaf spaces and
networks inwhich the documented signers have lived andworked. It is not enough to
know that signers have used FinSL since birth or early childhood: a more complex
picture of language structure and variation can only be developed with detailed
insights regarding family, geographical, educational, and employment mobilities
through time (see e.g., Breivik et al. 2002; Friedner and Kusters 2015; Haualand 2007).
This includes a better understanding of how different signers make use of different
modalities and sense-making strategies beyond sign, including writing, speech, or
speech-reading, and in the context of broader socio-historical contexts and the po-
litical influences pushing and pulling at each of these practices in different ways (see
Braithwaite 2018; Hill 2017; Snoddon 2022). In turn, we can uncover better under-
standing of signed language ideologies in practice, i.e., the on-the-ground practices
and attitudes driving different aspects of signed language use, including CA, and
signers’ perceptions of their signed language use (see Kusters et al. 2020). If we are to
progress in our understanding of these factors, it is necessary for signed language
corpus researchers to look “beyond languages, beyond corpora” (see Kusters et al.
2017a), and into related fields such as linguistic ethnography.

Signed language linguistic ethnography involves designing and applying new
methodologies for investigating and understanding language and communication in
specific contexts (Kusters and Hou 2020). Central to this is the recognition that
“meaning takes shape within specific social relations, interactional histories and
institutional regimes, produced and construed by agents with expectations and
repertoires that have to be grasped ethnographically” (Rampton 2007: 585). It is away
of supporting researchers to link “the micro to the macro, the small to the large, the
varied to the routine, the individual to the social, the creative to the constraining, and
the historical to the present and to the future” (Copland and Creese 2015: 26). Com-
bined with the quantitative power and methodological transparency of corpus
methods, the development and application of linguistic ethnography methods to
enrich an existing signed language corpus is potentially powerful for improving our
understanding of the corpus data, and our ability to ask new and different questions.
We can potentially continue to “tie down” empirical descriptions of FinSL while
“opening up” more to signers’ lived experiences and how these may have shaped
their language use (see Rampton 2007).

In this paper, we outline a novel interviewmethod that was developed to enrich
the original Corpus FinSLwith additional ethnographic information eight years after
it was first documented and archived with standard IMDI corpus metadata (Salonen
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et al. 2020).We then test the potential benefits of this enrichment by applying the new
information to an analysis of FinSL signers’ use of CA – a depictive meaning-making
strategy in which signers use different parts of their body to enact discourse refer-
ents. In the next sectionwe give a short review on CA in FinSL on the basis of existing
research literature.

2.3 Constructed action (CA) in FinSL

Constructed action is a form of depictive meaning-making in which a signer enacts
the actions, thoughts, feelings and utterances of discourse referents (e.g., Cormier
et al. 2015; Hodge and Ferrara 2014; Liddell and Metzger 1998; Metzger 1995; Puup-
ponen et al. 2022; Winston 1992). CA is a well-known and extensively studied phe-
nomenon in sign language discourse, and it has been referred to with different
terminology in sign language linguistics literature, depending on theoretical
emphasis (e.g., role shift, reference shift, point of view predicate, personal transfer
(transfert personnel), surrogate blending; for an overview see, e.g., Cormier et al.
2013; Lillo-Martin 2012; Puupponen et al. 2022; Vandenitte 2022a). This type of
enactment has been a topic of investigation also in relation to the embodied
communication of speakers (referred to also with terms such as demonstration, body
quotation, (mimetic) (re-) enactment, character viewpoint gesture, and depiction (e.g.,
Clark and Gerrig 1990; Enfield 2009; Ferrara and Hodge 2018; Lilja and Piirainen-
Marsh 2019; McNeill 1992; Streeck 2008; Vandenitte 2022a). In the current study, we
define CA as a type of enactment in which a signer or speaker depicts the actions and
states (including thoughts and utterances) of discourse referents by using different
parts of their body (e.g., head, face) to represent different features of the referent
(e.g., their head or face; see also Puupponen et al. [2022]). An example of CA is given in
Figure 1.

CA is connected to the structure of FinSL. It has been associated with the
omission of lexical core arguments of clauses and syntactic organisation with flat
(coordination, chaining) rather than hierarchical clausal linkages (Jantunen 2017);
expressing and defocusing of semantic agents (Ala-Sippola 2012; Nordlund 2019); and
organisation of non-manual signals (Puupponen 2018, 2019). Constructed action has
also been found to combine especially with FinSL signs that depict a person’s hand or
whole entities, rather than other types of depicting signs (e.g., signs that draw sizes
and shapes [Hoffrén 2019]). Previous studies have also shown that stronger use of CA
results in more activity of the signer’s whole body (Jantunen 2017), and that espe-
cially the torso and the head of the signermove on a larger horizontal area (Jantunen
et al. 2020).
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In Auslan, the use of CA has been found to vary among different people and
across different discourse contexts (e.g., Ferrara and Johnston 2014; Hodge and
Ferrara 2014). The same applies for CA in FinSL (see Jantunen 2017; Puupponen et al.
2022). A recent study on the use of CA in FinSL showed that the strategy was used
significantly more in narratives than in conversations (Puupponen et al. 2022).
Furthermore, younger signers were found to use less CA than older signers in nar-
ratives (Puupponen et al. 2022). However, as the data consisted ofmaterials fromonly
12 FinSL signers and showed considerable variation across individuals, these ob-
servations were preliminary.

In general, age is not a clear-cut factor when it comes to SL sociolinguistics and
variation, as has been pointed out in the sign language linguistics literature (e.g.,
Lucas et al. 2001; Schembri and Lucas 2015). Characteristics in the communicative
ecologies of signers, education, as well as their personal preferences, traits, and
idiosyncrasies may be connected to the linguistic strategies that they use in a given
moment. This will presumably apply also to the use of CA (see Puupponen et al. 2022).
Also, the requirements of the situational language use, conversation topic, and
efficient information packaging may play a role in how CA is distributed across
communicative situations. Discourse context (e.g., discourse type/genre, social dis-
tance between interlocutors as well as other interpersonal characteristics, commu-
nicative move/aim) can all have an impact on which meaning-making strategies a
signer sees cognitively accessible or appropriate in a given situation.

In addition, contents that include a lot of first person perspective of a discourse
character may encourage perspective taking. For example, CA has been found to be
used in reference-tracking (especially when maintaining and reintroducing human/
animal referents) in signed retellings of the picture book Frog, where are you (Mayer

Figure 1: Examples of conveying the meaning ‘being surprised’ in FinSL, first with a lexical sign and
secondwith CA during which hands, facial expression, and bodymovements depict those of the referent’s.
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1969). This is a picture book that invites the narrator to depict the contents from the
perspective of the main character, a boy (Ferrara et al. 2023; Hodge et al. 2019).
Constructed action also may be a practice of stance taking (epistemic and evaluative,
e.g., Niemelä [2010]) or of expressing (language) attitudes (see Vandenitte 2022b).
Constructed actionmay also emergewhen a signer does not understand a referent or
concept, so that CA is used to elaborate on something that needs unpacking
(cf. Johnston’s [1996] “spiral manner” of signed language discourse unfolding).

What becomes clear from the discussion above is that the situation appears to be
quite complex, and understanding the variation in the use of CA will require looking
beyond seemingly simplemacro-sociodemographic facts such as age and gender (see
Eckert 2012). This forms the motivation for a study on the use of CA, described in the
following sections, that reaches towards Second and ThirdWave sociolinguistics to a
greater extent (see Eckert 2012; Kusters and Lucas 2022; Schembri and Lucas 2015)
and that brings together corpus linguistics and features of linguistic ethnography
(see Hodge and Goico 2022).

3 An ethnographically enriched (re)analysis of
constructed action in FinSL

We set out to conduct a study that utilises both Corpus FinSL data and survey data
collected in interviews for the benefit of linguistic analysis on constructedaction. In the
study, our aim is to bring together the information on the life trajectories, mobilities,
and networks of the 22 interviewparticipants and the analysis of the use of CA by these
signers in Corpus FinSL.We seek tofind outwhether any characteristics in the signers’
communicative ecologies and personal histories may interact with how CA is used in
FinSL conversations and narratives. The study is data-driven and we do not have
predetermined hypotheses about what aspects of the signers’ language ecologies may
interact with their use of CA. For this reason, we use exploratory statistical methods to
investigate whether any interactions could be found between the two types of data.
This was followed by confirmatory analysis, in which we expect to find that the
interactions discovered by the exploratory analysis would be found statistically sig-
nificant. Finally, we examined the interview data more closely in order to deepen the
discussion of the findings of the quantitative analysis.

In this section, we will describe the aforementioned process. First, we give a
short description of the Corpus FinSL data and how it was annotated for CA, and of
the collection and processing of the interview materials (Sections 3.1–3.3). Secondly,
we’ll describe how we have brought together these two materials and analysed the
possible interactions between signers’ socio-individual characteristics and their use
of CA (Section 3.4).
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3.1 Analysis of Corpus FinSL materials

The Corpus FinSL data used in the current study comprises signed conversations
and narrations of 22 deaf FinSL signers (11 female, 11 male) between the ages of 18–
84 (age 45.86 ± 19.19) and from different parts of Finland (see Salonen et al. 2020).
Nine of the 22 signers were 18–38, seven 39–60, and six 61–84 years of age. Par-
ticipants to Corpus FinSL were recruited regionally, with the help of locals, by
seeking signers of different ages and backgrounds that use FinSL as their first
language. Pairs were formed so that participants could choose their own partner,
usually a friend or acquaintance. In the data collection situation, the signers per-
formed different linguistic tasks in a dyad setting. In the current studywe used data
of two tasks: (1) a conversation task in which the signers converse about work,
hobbies, and important things in their everyday life and (2) a storytelling task in
which the signers retell the story of the picture book Frog, where are you (Mayer
1969; n = 13) or The Snowman (Briggs 1978; n = 9) to the interlocutor. Of the whole
FinSL corpusmaterials, conversation and narrations of the 22 signerswere selected
on the basis of accessibility (i.e., which materials had been annotated for signs and
utterance-level translations), age distribution (i.e., including signers that were
under 35, middle-aged, as well as elderly), and family background (i.e., having a
minimum of five participants with a heritage signer background to better enable
possible statistical comparison).

The corpus materials included annotations for signs and a sentence-level
translation according to the Corpus FinSL annotation conventions (Salonen et al.
2020). During the course of the study, the data were annotated in ELAN for tokens of
CA according to the framework of Cormier et al. (2015; see also Jantunen et al. 2020;
Puupponen et al. 2022). The annotationmethod includes identifying the tokens of CA,
tagging the active articulators (face, gaze, head, torso, hands) in each CA token in
separate tiers, and defining a primary and potentially also a secondary role for the
signer according to how prominently they were representing a character in the
discourse. A detailed description of the annotation method is provided in Jantunen
et al. (2020), Puupponen et al. (2022), and in our OSF repository.

After the data was tagged for CA, the duration information of the CA annotations
was exported from ELAN by using the Structured search multiple eaf > Single Layer
Search > Save hit statistics functions. The resulting data matrix included the following
information: (1) the duration of CA tokens in each participant’s story/conversation, (2)
the duration of all signing of each participant’s story/conversation, and (3) the relative
duration of CA in each participant’s story/conversation (duration of CA of the duration
of all signing). From these, the relative duration of CA (3) was used as a basis for the
analysis when bringing together the CA results and the interview data.
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3.2 Corpus FinSL metadata survey and interviews

The Corpus FinSL metadata survey was built around documenting the participants’
rich languaging experiences in relation to six domains: (1) family and social net-
works, such as whether their caregivers, siblings, and friends signed and/or used
other signed, spoken, or written languages; (2) geographical mobilities, such as
where each signer lived prior to the original corpus documentation; (3) educational
mobilities, such as what kind of school they went to, what kind of educational path
they went through as adults, if any, and what kinds of environments these in-
stitutions were when it came to using FinSL; (4) employment mobilities, such as
whether they were the only deaf person in the workplace and/or worked with other
people who signed; (5) language mobilities, such as contexts of using signed, spoken,
and/orwritten languages; and (6) language attitudes, including their views on CA and
how it is used in FinSL. As the interviews were conducted approximately eight years
after the collection of the Corpus FinSL materials, the survey had sections that
specified information that was relevant only after the recording of the corpus videos.
This was taken into consideration when analysing the survey materials in the cur-
rent study. Also, the participants were given the opportunity to see excerpts of their
Corpus FinSL video recordings in order to prompt reminiscence. The survey form is
provided on our OSF repository.

The design of the metadata survey was shaped by a tension between the need
for signers to have opportunities to respond in FinSL rather than a written survey,
and the need for the Corpus FinSL project to comply with legal constraints on
collecting new data. Answering the survey in FinSL was found to be of paramount
importance in order to capture all possible levels of meaning and to ensure that the
participants could answer the questions in as much detail and nuance as they
preferred. The legal constraints relate to GDPR and the legal terms of the original
Corpus FinSL documentation and data storage processes, according to which it was
not possible to film signers again. Our solution was to develop an interviewmethod
which could be undertaken between a teammember and each participant, either in
person or online, during which natural interpersonal engagement was supported
by tailoring each interview to the needs and interests of the person participating. In
this way, interviewers were able to elicit, document, and explicitly negotiate the
creation of qualitative sociocultural information pertinent to understanding each
signers’ languaging trajectories and social networks over their lifetime, and on
their own terms.

Prior to conducting each interview, the interviewers reviewed the existing
Corpus FinSL data for the participant and pre-filled any previously disclosed infor-
mation that might be useful for prompting the interviewee to remember aspects of
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their lives, and avoid eliciting information that had already been offered earlier and
documented. A topic index was also created for each signer, providing an accessible
record of the topics that signers talk about in their own corpus deposits. This can later
be used for browsing the corpus, improving corpus navigation for both researchers
and community members. The interviewers also identified short and useful clips of
each signer that could be used as a starting point to talk about their ideas and
attitudes about specific aspects of signed language use. In particular, examples of the
interviewee making use of CA, since this is an aspect of language use we are all
interested in. This was done to ensure that interviewers could clearly and easily
define what information was sought, while promoting a sense of wellbeing and good
memories for the interviewee.

3.3 Quantitative processing of the interview data

After the qualitative readthrough of the filled-in interview forms, the topics on
which we would concentrate in the quantitative analysis were chosen. Only two
topics in the interview, employment mobility and geographical mobility, were not
taken into consideration. This was due to the fact that, firstly, the participants
were of different ages, and many of the younger adults had not yet entered into
working life. Secondly, the number of the participants was small for studying
regional variation, and the participants’ personal histories with regard to
geographical mobility were varying (e.g., only 8 of the 22 signers lived in the same
region where they had been born). The topics included in the quantitative analysis
are listed in Table 1. Information regarding two of them, age and gender, were
asked prior to the interviews, in the metadata form included in the original corpus
data collection.

Specific text values were assigned to each participant according to their an-
swers to the survey questions so that the survey questions formed the following
selection of variables: signer profiles of childhood familymembers; signer profiles
of family members in adulthood; (sign) language environments in formal edu-
cation (kindergarten, lower school, upper school, high school/trade school4), age
of exposure to SL, SL use in childhood family, SL use outside family/kindergarten/
school/dormitory in childhood, SL use during free time as an adult, use of other
SLs and International Sign, teaching of SL (whether has been taught, whether has
taught), activity in deaf clubs/associations/networks. The description and

4 Possible higher education was also documented in the interviews but left out of the analysis as it
was relevant in the case of only a few participants.

Opening up Corpus FinSL 15



definitions of each variable and the text values assigned to them are available on
our OSF repository.

3.4 Statistical analysis of corpus and interview data

After we had annotated and analysed the share of CA in the Corpus FinSL data and
had established the factors and text values for the socio-individual characteristics
of the participants from the interview data, we moved on to investigate whether
any interaction could be found between the use of CA and the participants’ socio-
individual characteristics. First, we did exploratory analysis on the data with
Conditional Inference Trees (CITs) using the party package (Hothorn et al. 2006) in R
programming environment version 4.2.3 (R Core Team 2023). CIT is a method for
identifying variables of interest in a dataset without a priori assumptions
resulting in an algorithmically generated decision tree (see Figure 3a) which de-
termines which variables to categorise into groups and at what value variables
should be split. We chose this method since we collected a large number of
participant characteristics, for many of which we did not have clear predictions of
their effect on the use of CA. In our analysis we iteratively tested their interactions
to develop hypotheses on how the characteristics might influence the occurrence
of CA in our corpus data.

In order to establish whether the interactions found with the exploratory CIT
method may reflect patterns in the general population, Generalised linear models
(GLMs) were used for confirmatory analysis. The distribution of the data was
strongly right-skewed with a high proportion of observations of our dependent

Table : The topics used in the quantitative analysis of constructed action in FinSL.

Factor Description

Age Participants’ age categorised in two differentways: into two groups (Younger
and Older; i.e., – and –) and into three groups (Junior, Middle, and
Senior; i.e., –, –, and –)

Gender Female, male
Family network The signer/non-signer profiles of the members of the childhood and

adulthood families
Educational mobility The type of formal education (basic education and trade/high school) and the

SL environment and teaching of SL during it
Language mobility, SL use,
and social networks

Age of exposure to SL, use of SLs in childhood, youth, and adulthood in
different social contexts outside formal education or family networks
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variable clustering around 0. We performed a Box-Cox transformation (Box and
Cox 1964) with a relatively high lambda to preserve as much of the structure of the
data as possible while still satisfying normality assumptions. This means we risk
low predictive power of the models while still being confident that we are accu-
rately modelling patterns for the sampled participants (i.e., we are not particu-
larly confident that these participants are representative of the general
population). All results are visualised using raincloud plots (Allen et al. 2019) to
allow the reader to judge the density and distribution of all untransformed data in
as transparent a manner as possible. Full documentation of the script used to
transform the data and generate these models/plots is available on our OSF
repository.

3.5 Qualitative analysis of the interview data

After the quantitative analysis, we went back to the interview data and looked at the
following aspects in the signers’ personal histories on a more granular level:
1. Educational modality
2. Family networks
3. Other social networks

In the qualitative inspection of the materials we used content analysis and focused on
the participant’s experiences on the languaging practices in their childhood family and
school institutions, whether they had received formal teaching of FinSL during their
education, what kinds of environments their schools were regarding SL use, what kinds
of social networks they were involved in during their free time, and what kind of
languaging practices they had in these networks. This was done in order to review and
discuss the quantitative findings in the light of the complexity and diversity of the
participants’ communicative ecologies.

4 Results of the statistical analysis

4.1 Genre

The quantitative analysis of the corpus data shows that discourse type has a signif-
icant effect on the use of constructed action. The share of CA was found to be
significantly smaller (p < 0.001) in the conversations than narration (Figure 2). Five
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per cent (M = 5.63; Mdn = 4.77; SD = 5.42) of an average conversation included CA
whereas a signers’ communication in an average narrative retelling included a 36 %
share of CA (M = 36.34; Mdn = 34.79; SD = 13.23).

4.2 Age of signers

The exploratory analysis (CIT) revealed two factors in the signers’ backgrounds and
personal histories which may be connected to the variation in the use of CA in the
corpusmaterials. Firstly, the share of CA in the narratives was found to interact with
signers’ age. Older adults (44 84; M = 44.07; SD = 12.72; n = 11) used more CA in
storytelling than younger adults (18–39; M = 28.61; SD = 8.64; n = 11; p = 0.012; see
Figure 3a).

The interaction CA × signers’ age was tested with the GLM, which confirmed the
result of the CIT analysis. When analysing the data regardless of genre, older signers

Figure 2: The share of CA in the conversations and narratives of FinSL signers. Each dot in the raincloud
plot represents the share of CA in individual participants’ narratives and conversations. Boxplots show
the mean and interquartile regions with whiskers showing outliers. Density violin plots are additionally
overlaid to show the distribution of values within these descriptors.
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used significantly more CA than younger (ED = 3.56; SE = 0.92; t(40) = 3.86; p < 0.01; see
Table 2) and we also found a strong tendency toward a significant interaction be-
tween age and use of CA in the narrative retelling (ED = 1.82; SE = 0.92; t(40) = 1.98;
p = 0.05) but not in conversations (see Figure 3b). Model residuals were light-tailed,
but normal.

4.3 Formal learning of FinSL

The second finding in the exploratory analysis was an interaction between formal
learning of sign language and the share of CA in signers’ narratives. Signers to whom
FinSL had been taught in formal contexts such as in basic education or in adult
education courses produced less CA in narratives than signers who had not received
any formal learning of FinSL (p = 0.042; formal SL learningM = 42.25; SD = 12.30; n = 10;
no formal SL learning M = 29.25; SD = 11.02; n = 12; see Figure 4a).

Table : The confirmatory model results for the interaction between discourse type and age.

GLM EST S.E. T VAL. p DF

(Intercept) . . . . 

Conversation . . .
Age = older . . .
Retelling:age = older . . .

Figure 3: The interaction between discourse type (i.e., genre), share of CA and age according to the CIT
(a). A raincloud plot visualising the results (b).
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The GLM failed to confirm this (Table 3). Although signers who had received
formal SL teaching produced significantly less CA than signers who had not
(Figure 4b) (ED = −2.99; SE = 0.99; t(40) = −3.03; p < 0.01), no significant difference was
found in interaction with retelling in this aspect (ED = −1.57; SE = 0.99; t(40) = −1.59;
p = 0.12; Figure 4b). Again, model residuals were light-tailed, but normal.

4.4 Family signer profiles and the use of constructed action

4.4.1 Parental signer profile

In addition to the results described above, we want to draw attention to what we did
not find in the exploratory analysis. Interestingly, the majority of the interview
variables did not show an interaction with use of CA. For example, the use of CA did

Figure 4: The interaction between the discourse type (i.e., genre), share of CA and SL teaching
according to the CIT (a). A raincloud plot visualising the results (b).

Table : The confirmatory model results for the interaction between discourse type and formal SL
learning experiences.

GLM EST S.E. T VAL. p DF

(Intercept) . . .  

Retelling . . .
Formal learning = yes −. −. .
Retelling:formal learning = yes −. −. .
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not interact with whether the participants’ parents were deaf signers, hearing
signers, or hearing non-signers, despite the emphasis in the literature on parental
hearing status as a predictor of individual language behaviour (e.g., Curtin et al. 2021;
see Figure 5). Due to this, we decided to run the GLM model analysis on the inter-
action between parental signer profiles and the participants’ use of CA.

The GLM confirmed the results of the exploratory analysis: a statistically signifi-
cant interactionwasnot foundbetweenparental signer profile and theuse of CAby the
participants (Table 4). That is,whetherparticipants’parentswere deaf signers, hearing
signers, or hearing non-signers did not seem to be associated with their use of CA.

4.4.2 Core family signer profile

As parents may form only one part of a child’s family network and language envi-
ronment at home, we decided to expand the analysis to participants whose older

Figure 5: The (lack of) interaction between the discourse type (i.e., genre), share of CA and mother
hearing status according to the CIT (a). A raincloud plot visualising the results (b).

Table : The results for the interaction between the use of CA and parental signer profile.

GLM EST S.E. T VAL. p DF

(Intercept) . . . . 

Mother = deaf −. . −. .
Mother = signer −. . −. .
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siblings were deaf signers. The reason for including specifically older siblings in the
analysis is that in this case the participant was born into a family in which sign
language may have already been in use, and deafness was no longer an unfamiliar
concept, regardless of whether the parents were deaf signers (which is rarely the
case). Interaction with an older sibling may have a significant role in an individual’s
sign language acquisition, especially if they live together (which may not be the case
if the sibling lives, e.g., in a residential school or in another home).

In the analysis, we assigned a new core family signer profile variable, which was
given the value hearing in the case that a participant’s parents and/or older siblings
were hearing signers or non-signers, and deaf in the case that participant’s parents
and/or older siblings included at least one deaf signer. The results of this second
analysis confirmed the previous results: the signer profiles of family members were
not found to be associated with the participants’ use of CA (p = 0.76) (Table 5).

5 Going back to the communicative ecologies:
qualitative inspection of the interview data

5.1 Age and educational profiles regarding FinSL instruction

As described in Section 2, formal teaching of FinSL was not reintroduced into basic
education before 1991. This raises the question whether its presence would only
involve those participants in the study who are of a younger generation. This would
make it unclear whether the interaction between the use of CA and formal learning
of FinSL just reiterates the result regarding older signers’ more frequent use of CA
than younger signers. In order to discuss the issue in depth, we need to go back to the
interview data to view the educational mobilities of the participants on a more
granular level and according to generational differences.

When viewing the interview materials, different profiles emerge from the
educational mobilities of the individuals when it comes to formal learning of FinSL.

Table : The results for the interaction between the use of CA and core family signer profile.

GLM EST S.E. T VAL. p DF

(Intercept) . . . . 

Conversations . . .
Core family = deaf . . .
Retelling:core family = deaf −. −. .
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Five of the participants had been taught FinSL across basic education. FinSL was
taught to them for 1 h per week from lower school to upper school (age 7–15 in the
Finnish system5). These participants were between the ages of 18 and 31 at the time of
the corpus data collection. Three of the signers were taught FinSL late in basic
education or during general upper secondary education. They did not receive
teaching of FinSL during the first years of school but later, from sixth or seventh
grade of secondary school (age 11–13 in the Finnish system) and/or during high school
(age 15–18 in the Finnish system). To them as well, FinSL was taught for 1 h per week.
At the time of the corpus data collection, they were between the ages of 33 and 39.
Three of the participants were taught FinSL during their adulthood. This teaching
was provided by the Folk High School for the Deaf and the Finnish Association of the
Deaf as a part of FinSL teacher training, FinSL instruction for deaf adults, or Deaf
Awareness training.6 At the time of the recording these signers were between the
ages of 55 and 70.

Half (i.e., 11) of the 22 participants had not received any teaching of FinSL
during their basic education and general upper secondary education or later in life.
These participants were between the ages of 25 and 84 years at the time of the
recording. Four of them were 25–38 years, three of them 44–58 years, and four of
them 65–84 years of age. All of the four participants between the ages of 25 and 38
years went to a deaf school in their basic education: two of them started school after
1991, one of them was in lower school (i.e., primary education, six years between the
ages of 7 and 13) at that time, and one of them was just finishing upper school (lower
secondary school, three years between the ages of 13 and 16) at that time. The signers
between the ages of 44 and 58 went either to a deaf school with instruction in FinSL,
to mainstream education without interpreters, to an oralist deaf school, or a com-
bination of these. The 65–84-year-old signers all went to an oralist deaf school. From
all 11 participants, four had been involved in some level of SL instruction during their
adulthood, such as a single course in another SL.

These profiles demonstrate how diverse the linguistic backgrounds of the
signers are when it comes to sign language in education. Although there has been a
clear return in deaf education towards including FinSL as a language of instruction
and eventually as a subject of L1 teaching, signers of younger generations have not
automatically had access to teaching of FinSL. In addition, the educational mobilities

5 Here and in the following references to the Finnish system, please see Finnish National Agency of
Education (2023).
6 Deaf Awareness training was organised by the FAD during the 1980s (Finnish Museum of the Deaf
2023). The training included contents on deafness, deaf history and oralism, deaf culture, the
development of deaf children, language learning, family life, and the legal status of deaf citizens and
sign language (Finnish Museum of the Deaf 2023).
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of the participants varied also in other aspects. While some participants had a sys-
tematic path across basic education in the same institution, several participants had
moved between educational environments, for example, between a deaf dormitory
school and a municipal deaf unit, class, or school. Different schools were reported to
have different practices when it came to sign language teaching and instruction, in
some cases including situations in which the signing of educators was evaluated as
weak or, in the worst case, even incomprehensible. Also, even though a participant
went to a dormitory school for the deaf, they did not necessarily stay in the dormitory
overnight throughout their basic education, either if the school was in the proximity
of a participant’s home or if they lived in private (non-signing) households close to
the school.

5.2 Family and other social networks

In order to get amore holistic view of the communicative ecologies of the signers, we
needed to view the interview materials also regarding the participants’ family net-
works and other social networks outside educational settings. When viewing the
interview materials, different profiles emerge from the descriptions of these net-
works by the participants. The signers who were between the ages of 50 and 84 at
the time of the corpus data collection reported to have acquired FinSL either when
starting school or at home from deaf parents, older siblings, or relatives. They re-
ported using gestures, home sign and speech with their non-signing hearing family
members prior to school age. In some cases, participants specifically mentioned that
speaking – as a resource in communication with non-signers – started during the
course of their (oralist) deaf education. Participants of this group described social-
ising a lot especially in deaf signing networks such as different deaf clubs and
associations, sports and arts networks, religious networks, cultural events, deaf
camps, friend networks, and so on. Of participants from non-signing family back-
grounds, some described that these networks were built with peers in school or after
school years, but some told that they socialised with deaf children/adults outside
school in dormitories or deaf clubs already during the later years of their schooling.
Participants from signing family backgrounds described that they grew up having
these networks as a part of their everyday life and upbringing. Most of these par-
ticipants described not socialising a lot in non-signing networks outside of their
family networks (close family and/or relatives) and that they use interpretersmainly
in settings including service.

Signers who were between the ages of 18 and 50 reported that they either
started acquiring FinSL together with their hearing non-signing family members
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through family sign language instruction, or acquired FinSL from their deaf parents
or older siblings. In the former case, the teaching was done mostly by M2L2 signers,
such as social welfare workers or interpreters, but in a few cases the teaching was
done by deaf signers or hearing signers from their social networks. All these par-
ticipants described that their parent(s) used sign language at home, some more and
some less. Half of themdescribed that theirmother signedmorewhereas their father
“used some basic signs” or “signed a little” together with fingerspelling, writing, and/
or gesturing. Regarding other family members, the majority of the participants who
had hearing siblings reported that they “sign” or “sign and use fingerspelling”,
whereas in some cases the siblings were reported to “sign a little”, to use “home sign”
or “visual production”, or to not sign at all. A little less than half reported having at
least one or several grandparents who sign, use a little sign language, or use signs
and/or gesturing, whereas the rest described their grandparents as non-signers and/
or that they used gesturing, writing, or speech with them to communicate. In the
latter case, the signers with a heritage signing background described learning to sign
at homewith their family members, whenmeeting deaf relatives and family friends,
at deaf clubs, and at kindergarten and school.

The majority of the participants in the 18–50-year-old group described being
active in both deaf networks and non-signing networks, and using interpreters
together with gesturing and visual communication in their hobbies. Others reported
using home sign and gesture with non-signing peers in hobbies or having a family
member who interpreted for them in these contexts. Some participants described
being more active in deaf networks than non-signing networks, for example in
associations and deaf clubs, whereas some reported keeping contact with their deaf
networks mainly via video technology, through non-weekly visits to deaf clubs, and
by taking part in deaf events. Some reported using several sign languages in their
lives in addition to FinSL and International Sign.

5.3 Summary

When we looked more closely at the age, educational mobility, family network, and
other social networks of the participants, two generational profiles emerged:
1. Older participants experienced oralist deaf education, learned FinSL informally

through peers, had no access to formal teaching of FinSL, used gestures/home sign
before school, and socialised mostly in deaf networks.

2. Younger participants, educated after the 1970s, encountered FinSL earlier, often
from family or sign language teachers. They had varying formal instruction,
attended different institutions, and took part in both deaf and non-signing
networks.
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6 Discussion

6.1 Zooming out: signers’ age, discourse genre, educational
backgrounds, and family networks in relation to their use
of constructed action

In this study we set out to investigate whether any characteristics in the signers’
communicative ecologies and personal histories may interact with how constructed
action is used in FinSL conversations and narrative retellings. In a previous study,
Puupponen et al. (2022) found that age and discourse genre seem to be significant
factors when it comes to the use of CA: FinSL signers of older generations used more
CA than younger signers in narratives. The findings of the current study – using a
larger sample size and more robust statistical analysis – support these earlier ob-
servations. According to the quantitative analysis of the corpus and interview ma-
terials, signers of an older generation used more CA than signers of a younger
generation. Furthermore, we found a strong tendency (p = 0.05) that age interacted
with the use of CA particularly in narrative retellings but not in conversations. It
seems that storytelling is a context which especially underlines the difference be-
tween younger and older generation signers’ use of CA. This confirms that there are
other factors at play than just age when it comes to the variation in the use of CA by
FinSL signers, which is in line with the fact that, in general, age is not treated as a
clear-cut factor when it comes to sociolinguistic analysis of deaf community SLs (e.g.,
Schembri and Lucas 2015). Different contexts in which we use language clearly have
an effect on whether a meaning-making strategy such as CA is chosen to be used.

According to another result of the current study, use of CA seems to be connected
to other features in signers’ communicative ecologies, such as their educational
mobility. The analysis showed that signers’ education history has an influence on
their use of CA, particularly whether they had been taught FinSL during their basic
education. Signers who had been formally taught FinSL produced less CA than those
who did not receive formal FinSL teaching. This result of the current study differed
from the age-related finding in that it did not interact with the narrative discourse
genre. That is, the access to teaching of FinSL was connected to the signers’ use of CA
in general, not only in the context of narrative retellings.

The fact that the effect of formal FinSL learning on the use of CA was found, and
that it was not genre-specific, indicates that, again, there are other factors at play
than age and discourse-oriented issues when it comes to the variation in the use of
CA. Societal changes, changes in language legislation, and changes in education
systems, paradigms, and educational discourses and ideologies have an impact on
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how signers of different generations express meaning, tell stories, and interact (see
e.g., Puupponen et al. 2022; Schembri and Lucas 2015).

Finally, when viewing the results of the quantitative analysis, we were inter-
ested not only in the connections that we found between the interviewmaterials and
corpus data, but also in what we did not find. It was noteworthy that, in general, few
interactions were found between the CA use in the corpus data and the different
aspects of the participants’ backgrounds. For example, in the exploratory analysis,
the participants’ family networks or their use of other sign languages or Interna-
tional Sign in their everyday life did not interact with howmuch they used CA. Due to
this finding, we decided to test whether any interaction could be found in the
confirmatory analysis between the participants’ family networks and how much
they used CA.We found that the signer profiles of the participants’ parents and older
siblings – whether they were deaf signers, hearing M2L2 signers, or hearing non-
signers – did not interact with howmuch the participants used CA in storytelling and
conversation. This brings into question whether concepts such as a heritage signer,
early childhood signer, or signer learning a sign language later in life are actually
relevant when talking about the share of enactment in signing.

Another interesting question is whether any other connections could be found
between the different characteristics in the signers’ backgrounds and communica-
tive ecologies and their use of CA if we looked at quality (what kind of CA is used) in
addition to quantity (howmuch CA is used). In the current study we looked at the use
of CA in the corpus data holistically without differentiating between, for example,
more overt and non-overt uses of CA. In order to get a more comprehensive un-
derstanding of how the use of CA varies across signers of different ages and with
diverse life trajectories, we need to include in the analysis these different types of
CA – a task that we intend to take up in our future work.

6.2 Zooming in: constructed action and the profiles emerging
from the diverse educational mobilities, family networks,
and other social networks of FinSL signers of different ages

In order to understand in depth the findings of the quantitative analysis, we needed
to zoom back in to the characteristics, nuances, and diversity in the participants’
communicative ecologies. The qualitative inspection of the interview data (see Sec-
tion 4.4) demonstrated howdiverse the linguistic backgrounds of the participants are
when it comes to educational mobility, family networks, and other social networks.
Despite this diversity, we found different generational profiles when it comes to
participants’ educational paths and family and other social networks.
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Firstly, participants that were of an older generation had gone through the
oralist deaf education in dormitory schools, with most of them learning FinSL
through horizontal peer transmission (i.e., outside the classroom from their peers
[see e.g., Mudd et al. 2020]) with no access to formal teaching to FinSL. These par-
ticipants had late access to FinSL and many of them reported using gesturing/home
sign in their family prior to school age. They reported socialising mostly in deaf
networks. Both the horizontal peer transmission and the home sign contexts are
environments in which constructed action is a highly beneficial and efficient iconic
strategy for constructing and negotiating meaning. Also, during this time FinSL had
low/no institutional status, there was no standardising mediums such as the current
daily signed news broadcasts, nor informative materials or support infrastructure
from the Association of the Deaf. There was a lot of areal variation according to
which deaf school a person attended (e.g., Takkinen et al. 2015), which in practice also
meant that at inter-deaf events (e.g., sport or cultural events among deaf people)
people had to adapt to different signing styles. These characteristics in the signers’
communicative ecologies also promote the use of highly depictive strategies of
meaning-making, such as CA.

Secondly, participants who went through their basic education after the 1970s
had earlier access to FinSL. All of themencountered FinSL prior to school age,most of
them already at the age of 0–3 years, at homewith family members (whowere either
hearing M2L2 signers or deaf signers) or sign language teachers (who were usually
M2L2 signers). Instead of attending the same deaf school during the course of their
basic education, these participants reported more mobility between different in-
stitutions and environments. They had varying access to teaching of and instruction
in FinSL by mostly teachers that were M2L2 users of FinSL, but they also reported
having signing peers. However, several of those participants who attended a deaf
school reported a decrease in the number of signing peers in the course of their basic
education. An issue that indicates the increase of integration into mainstream edu-
cation – a paradigmatic shift in deaf education in Finland during the 21st century. In
addition, many of these participants reported taking active part in hobbies and
activities in hearing non-signing networks (with or without FinSL interpreting) in
addition to deaf networks – a feature that was less present in the social networks of
the participants that were of the older generation.

When looking at these characteristics in the younger generation signers’
educational mobilities and social networks, there are characteristics that may
encourage as well as reduce the tendency to use CA. The early sign language inter-
action predominantly with M2L2 signers, such as parents and teachers, may be
viewed as a different kind of environment compared to home sign and gesturingwith
parents who are non-signers – a context that was prevalent for the older generation
signers and which invites the use of highly iconic strategies such as CA. On the other
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hand, socialising in hearing networks without interpreters –which was reported by
some of the participants – may encourage the use of such strategies, as has been
found in other settings where languages come together with communicational and/
or sensory asymmetries (i.e., international contexts with cross-signing / Interna-
tional Sign [e.g., Kusters 2021; Sivunen and Tapio 2022]; hearing-deaf encounters in
public spaces / customer service [e.g., Kusters 2017a, 2017b]).

The generational profiles that emerged from the interview materials show a
change in FinSL signers’ communicative ecology. Through the slow progress of
implementing the linguistic and educational rights of FinSL users in the Finnish
legislation system, access to teaching of FinSL and instruction in FinSL changed
during the 1980s and 1990s in the Finnish deaf education system. This has had an
effect on the educational practices and communicative ecologies of the participants
of our study, as is evident from the educational and social profiles of these signers.
This is an example of how major large-scale societal influences interact with the
small-scale communicative ecologies and practices of deaf individuals (see Hodge
and Goswell 2021). What is crucial is that this change is ongoing. In the oralist deaf
schools and dormitories the pupils produced deaf spaces (see Breivik et al. 2002;
Friedner and Kusters 2015; Haualand 2007) inside an educational setting that did not
institutionally support their existence. These spaces emerged as hubs for the hori-
zontal peer transmission (and creation) of FinSL, deaf ontologies and epistemologies
(see Humphries 2008; Kusters et al. 2017b), as well as the building of lifelong
networks.

In many cases, signers of younger generations have less access to such spaces.
The “third generation” of FinSL users, born after the 1990s, may have early access to
different forms of signed or sign-supported communication, as well as formal FinSL
teaching, but there is huge variation in access to FinSL instruction as well as deaf
spaces and networks. Most hearing and deaf children acquiring a sign language
attend mainstream education, where the presence of sign languages varies from co-
existence of signed, written, and spoken language (e.g., co-teaching settings) to no
visibility of sign language at all (see Kanto 2022; Murray et al. 2018; Rainò 2021;
Swanwick 2017). Furthermore, this younger generation shows huge variation in how
much access they have to deaf spaces and networks also outside educational settings.
Many of these signers may be seen as so-called deaf new signers whose communi-
cative ecologies are diverse, including the use of multiple spoken and signed lan-
guages, along with many other multimodal resources (cf. de Meulder 2019; Jaeger
2019). Thiswill, without a doubt, also have an impact on how strategies such as CA are
present in communication.

When looking at the diverse educational mobilities of the signers on a more
granular level, we also found that the concept of formal teaching of FinSL is complex.
The access to formal teaching of FinSL varied a lot across different generations of
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signers and the experiences were very diverse when it came to the use of FinSL as a
language of instruction. Furthermore, having access to formal FinSL instruction
during basic education does not automatically put individuals on an equal footing.
Finnish deaf education has had different trends and goals at different times when it
comes to FinSL teaching, and the teaching has naturally followed the current un-
derstanding of the nature of sign language. At times, and depending on specific local
practices, the goal of teaching FinSL has been to increase awareness of the language,
whereas sometimes the goal has been to improve the learning of Finnish language,
for example, in which case the use of lexical signs may be emphasised. In addition,
the teaching can be highly dependent on the qualifications and preferences of in-
dividual teachers and educators. The contents as well as the quality of the FinSL
instruction may vary significantly according to individual teachers’ opportunities,
practices, methods, education, and position.

When bringing this discussion back to the use of CA, a relevant question is how
much have largely depictive strategies of meaning-making such as CA been included
in the teaching of FinSL, as the educational mobilities and histories of deaf in-
dividuals are very diverse and the teaching practices vary a lot. In addition to the
interview materials, the discussion among the authors of the current paper
demonstrated different experiences when it came to the presence of CA in their
education, including local practices depending on the institution and area of resi-
dence. According to Marieke Kusters (2017: 254), deaf teachers working in deaf ed-
ucation in Flanders Belgium reported that they “enriched their signing with more
iconic structures” as “highly iconic signing helps deaf pupils understand the subject
matter better, for example, through the abundant use of […] impersonations” – a
strategy that was found “more challenging” for the hearing M2L2 signers in the staff
than the “acquisition of a ‘frozen’ sign language lexicon”.

These individual experiences bring up, among others, the following questions
that the future studies and work on deaf education in Finland need to address: How
much has the formal teaching of FinSL concentrated on conventionalised lexicon
rather than highly depicting strategies of meaning-making across the history of
Finnish deaf education, and what are the current trends in this aspect? Is the use of
CA presentmainly when the teaching involves particular genres such as SL poetry or
drama?7 What kind of language ideologies are connected to the (non)use of CA in
different discourse contexts in practice? What kind of a resource do we find enact-
ment to be for (i) improving the quality in sign language teaching, instruction and
practices of (sign) language use in deaf education; (ii) the transmission of deaf

7 Use of enactment has been found to be more frequent in specific genres such as storytelling (e.g.,
Puupponen et al. 2022), and it is a frequently used resource in artistic signing (see, e.g., Quinto-Pozos
and Mehta 2010; Sutton-Spence 2017).
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ontologies and epistemologies in macro-level institutionalised educational settings;
and (iii) the identification of intergenerational responsibilities in deaf education in
the future (see Kusters 2017; Kusters et al. 2020)?

6.3 Evaluation of the methods

In the current study, we have set out to strengthen corpus analysis with linguistic
ethnography in a novel way that combines exploratory and confirmatory statistical
analysis with interview documentation of signers’ life experiences. Reaching to-
wards a more ethnographic approach has pointed out the diversity in the personal
histories and life trajectories of FinSL signers in a way that enriches corpus analysis.
The nuances of these social conditions, and their influence on deaf lives and lan-
guaging, are most carefully taken up within the deaf anthropology and linguistic
ethnography literature. In this domain, “it is impossible to disentangle discussions of
deaf sociality from discussions of (sign) language” (Friedner and Kusters 2020: 34; see
also Kusters and Hou 2020). This is highly relevant to signed language corpus studies,
where it is often assumed that the signers documented within a corpus represent an
idealised “native signer” standard that serves as a benchmark for describing the
signed language in question. While it is essential to describe language use of signers
who have experienced uninterrupted language transmission use, it also risks
obscuring aspects of deaf socialities that are relevant to understanding language
variation and complexity (cf. Schembri et al. 2018). It also obscures identification of
various attitudes and ideologies of language use, many of which may influence the
on-the-ground languaging practices that emerge (Kusters et al. 2020).

The main limitation of the current study lies in the fact that the information
collected with the reported interview method was written and not filmed due to
GDPR-related issues. This is a shame, especially regarding signers’ responses to
questions about their language attitudes and specific signs or turns of phrase they
used to describe them. The interviewers had to be very present and alert during the
interactions. While concentrating on the interaction and each participants’ indi-
vidual needs, the interviewers also needed to take notes, which required instanta-
neous translation and moving between two languages (FinSL and Finnish). The
participants may also have personal issues that they are going through at the
moment (e.g., Covid-related issues, illnesses), and the interview itself could bring up
strong emotions. Thus, conducting the interviews required a lot of cognitive effort
and multitasking as well as interpersonal and emotional sensitivity. However, the
response from participants was overwhelmingly positive, withmany indicating they
felt good to become more aware of their different languages, modes of communi-
cation, and contexts of use, and to be reminded of the Corpus FinSL and its value for
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their communities. In addition, the interviewers reported that the interview situa-
tions were rewarding and the discussions interesting.

This positive response demonstrates how a reach towards ethnographic
methods, such as has been done in the current study, can contribute to the ways
corpus work includes community engagement (Hodge and Goico 2022). Corpus work
involves not only researchers and teachers, but also sign language users who have
been involved in the corpus as informants or outside it. Application of community-
engaging ethnographic methods provides an opportunity to inform the participants
about the use and meaning of the corpus and to demonstrate how it can be used for
research purposes. This kind of reciprocal knowledge exchange can be seen as an
important practice and an ethical requirement for work on minority and/or micro-
community corpora in the future. In this way, we have a better chance at describing
and developing the discourse about what it means to be viittomakielinen (a sign
language person) in Finland (see Salonen 2021).

On the basis of our experiences, when designing similar interview methodolo-
gies in future studies, enough time and preparation should be given to consider how
to ask each interview question uniquely of each participant, so that it meets the goals
of the collection. In the current study the order of the questionnaire was varied
according to the interviewee’s will/situation/condition during the interview. Some
participants preferred to start with a topic that was not related to their childhood
family networks but, rather, to working life or language use during adulthood.
According to the interviewers, themost important thing in the interviewwas to build
mutual trust on the participants’ terms. Along the course of the data collection, some
points had to be skipped, as participants could not always remember all things
relevant for the interview. During the course of the data collection, we also found it
important to give the participant the opportunity to reflect on their own answers
after the interview and, if necessary, to make clarifications afterwards.

When developing this method in the future, the interview questions should be
carefully thought out in terms of signing. This comes back to issues such as how to
best convey the idea of the question in a signed language; how to personalise the
questions in a way that suits each participant; and what kind of different signing
strategies and lexical choices are available when trying to establish common ground
with the participant and to reach the aims of each interview question in a safe
environment and while respecting each individual’s need for privacy. Some of these
decisions have to be made according to the situation and the interviewer has to be
quite sensitive. Some, on the other hand,may be relevant alreadywhen designing the
interview questions. For example, according to our experience, it might be worth-
while tofirst form the questions in sign language terms, as theywould be produced in
natural FinSL discourse, and then translate them into Finnish (Stone 2009). This can
be relevant, for example, when making choices of whether certain questions and
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topics are approached inductively rather than deductively (i.e., starting with ex-
amples before getting to the concept in the question). We also recommend that
piloting and testing these linguistic solutions are given enough time. Finally, if one
aims at a more ethnographic approach, conducting the interview in more than one
session may be a good solution.

The query data collected through the interviews includes very specific informa-
tion about the participants’ lives. Most of such information cannot be included in
standard metadata descriptions of SL corpora that are archived or made available
online. However, generalisations and statistics of this information on a group level
could be included in metadata descriptions, if found informative or necessary. The
specific ways of how this could be done is left for future research to uncover.What the
interviewmethod and query of the current study bring to the table, is that this type of
more detailed, ethnographic data can shed light on aspects of sign language use that
cannot be accessed through the information described in the standard participant
metadata of SL corpora. Combining themicro-level (unpublished) datawith themacro-
level inspection of the corpora deepens our understanding of the different factors that
are at play when signers use particular communicative strategies.

Regarding the corpus data, it should be noted that the data collection is a
particular communicative situationwhichmay influence the communicative choices
that participants make – including the choice to use CA. For example, it has been
suggested that the interlocutors’ personal characteristics (e.g., experience or pref-
erence in storytelling, persona, language skills) and social distance between them
may impact signers’ choice to (not) use CA in a given moment (Hodge and Ferrara
2014; Puupponen et al. 2022). This may have also influenced the language choices of
the participants in the current study. How much such features may affect a signer’s
choice to use CA is an empirical question that we hope ethnographic additions to sign
language corpora might help to one day answer. In addition to personal choice, the
content of what is signed (storyline, conversation topic) may also influence how
(much) CA is used (Puupponen et al. 2022). Regarding conversation topics, this
question is left open as it was not investigated in the current study. However,
regarding the narrative retelling, the plot of the story (Snowman vs. Frog story) did
not interact in a statistically significant way with how much CA was used. It should
also be noted that Corpus FinSL materials have been collected in a professional TV
studio at the University of Jyväskylä with multiple cameras recording the situation.
Such a setting may impact a participant’s mental state and therefore, for example,
the willingness to use strongly enacting discourse strategies. However, as we know
from previous work on CA (Cormier et al. 2015; Jantunen et al. 2020; Puupponen et al.
2022), CA need not be produced strongly, also non-overt enactment is present in
conversations and narrations. Here lies another motivation for future work that
investigates the distribution of different kinds of CA (from overt to non-overt) and
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how their use may be connected to the different characteristics of signers’ commu-
nicative ecologies.

Regarding the statistical analysis, our approach was quite data-driven and
progressive. In order to get new insights from the data, we used exploratory
methods, later supplemented with confirmatory analyses. So far, only a limited
number of studies have taken this as their point of departure (e.g., Ferrara et al. 2023;
Hodge et al. 2019). In general, as sign language corpus studies are still relatively new,
there has not been extensive development of statistical methods in this area. This is a
reasonable situation given the early stage of the research field, but it is important to
emphasise the significance of incorporating statistics into our work. It is not only a
potential avenue for future research but also a valuable consideration for all aca-
demic programmes dealing with sign languages.

7 Conclusions

In this study, we set out to investigate whether any characteristics in the signers’
communicative ecologies and personal histories interact with how constructed ac-
tion is used in FinSL conversations and narratives. This was done by bringing
together Corpus FinSL data and interview materials on the corpus signers’ back-
grounds. The results show that, in addition to factors such as discourse genre and age,
features in signers’ educational mobility are connected to how much constructed
action they use in discourse. More specifically, we found that signers who had been
taught FinSL as a mother tongue during their basic education produced less con-
structed action than signers who had not. In addition, the results also showed that
many other features in the signers’ communicative ecologies – such as character-
istics of their family networks or their use of other sign languages and International
Sign – did not interact in a statistically significantwaywith their use of CA. According
to our conclusions, in order to fully understand how and why the use of CA varies
across signers and communicative situations, we need to study in more detail the
type of CA (from overt to non-overt) used in a given moment, the functions of CA in
interaction, and the more granular aspects in FinSL signers’ everyday languaging
and communicative ecologies.

As a response to the last of the aforementioned issues, we examined the interview
materials in more detail with special attention to educational mobility, family net-
works, and other social networks. Through this process we were able to shed more
light on the diversity in the communicative ecologies and educational experiences of
deaf individuals in Finland across different generations, with a focus on the evolving
role of FinSL and constructed action in these contexts.We found that, despite diversity,
generational profiles emerged that demonstrated changes in FinSL signers’ commu-
nicative ecology, and that these changesmay be significant when investigating the use
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of highly iconic strategies of meaning-making such as constructed action. Further-
more, we found that the concept of formal teaching of FinSL is complex, including
varying access among different generations and individuals, varying goals and content
of FinSL teaching over time, and the influence of local practices and individual
teachers’ qualifications and preferences. Future research and work on deaf pedagogies
in Finland need to explore the extent to which CA is included in FinSL teaching and how
significant this resource is considered to be for the transmission of deaf ontologies and
epistemologies in macro-level institutionalised educational settings.

In the paper, we have highlighted the evolving landscape of signed language
linguistics, showcasing the role of corpus methods in challenging long-standing as-
sumptions and enhancing our understanding of deaf community sign languages. We
have also discussed the limitations of corpus documentation and analysis methods,
particularly in terms of capturing the essential ethnographic context necessary for a
nuanced interpretation of corpus data. Through the interviewmethod of the current
study, Corpus FinSL signers shared insights into their lives, family networks,
educational journeys, and experiences with signed language usage. This ethno-
graphic enrichment not only illuminated our linguistic analysis of constructed action
in FinSL, but also deepened the connection between the linguistic corpus and the
lived experiences of the signing community. Our research underscores the signifi-
cance of employing linguistic ethnography to “open up” the world of signed language
corpus linguistics to the rich tapestry of signers’ lives, while still “tying down”
empirical descriptions of signed languages. The approach enhances the quality of
machine-readable metadata and has potential to foster a more meaningful and
engaged collaboration between deaf signing communities and signed language
corpus projects. We argue that the approach represents a crucial step towards
bridging the gap between empirical data and the cultural, social, and personal
contexts in which signed languages thrive, ultimately advancing our understanding
of these vibrant linguistic systems and the people who create them.
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