
First signs in Sao Tome 
and Principe Sign Language



Project Sem 
Barreiras

Born in 2012: the 
desperate need of 
communication among 
deaf children deprived 
from schooling 
impressed the 
otolaryngology 
humanitarian missions 
at STP. 

5000 deaf and hard of 
hearing at STP.



Consortium
Catholic University of Portugal: the program 
(design and implementation). 

NGO Marques de Valle Flor: local support of 
the project. 

Hospital CUF Infante Santo: medical support. 

Local structures: ministry of education and 
culture. 

Fundings: Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, 
and later UNICEF.





Goals of the 
Project

Rising a signed 
communication between 
deaf community with 
special emphasis in 
children and young adults. 

Promote a sign language 
to education. 

Have a consistent language 
policy of non linguistic 
imperialism. 





Methods (i)

Gathering profoundly deaf participants in a 
common place every morning or afternoon. 

Begining of the immersion program: February 
2013. 

End of the immersion program: February 2015. 

Sample: 20 - 100 deaf participants, 80% 
female 20% male aged between 4 and 25 
years.



Methods (ii)
Every week 3 times a week- morning or afternoon-  between February 
and July 2013 and between September and July 2014 and between 
September 2014 and February 2015, participants were enrolled in 
communication sessions.  

The methods to bring communication were  

Firstly: cards and draws 

Secondly: story telling 

Thirdly: promote communication among small groups 

Some visits to the beach and market were also promoted at the 
weekends. 

All over the program there tasks of drawing were asked to train manual 
abilities and observation. 

All the sessions were video recorded and constitute our corpus.



Emerging Signs: general 
characteristics 

Greater involvement of articulators: 
hands, head, and trunk 

Larger syntactic space



Iconicity as a 
major process

Iconicity in signs like DOG, CAT, EAT, 
PENCIL, GOAT is the process of sign 
formation more prevailing(92%). 

The signs emerge through the 
representation of the shape of and object 
or action or the more "salient" visual 
characteristics of the referents.



The visual nature of the modality 
results in an abundance of iconic 
links between form and meaning 
(Perniss, Thompson & Vigliotto, 2010) 
which is especially true in the case 
of emerging sign languages or even 
in  neological signs in more 
stabilized languages (Carvalho, 2015)



Phonological characteristic 
of emerging signs

Use of lots of facial expression 

Greater involvement of other 
elements of the body such as arms, 
shoulders, back, legs, stomach and 
face. 

Major use of both hands.



In other emerging 
sign languages...

In ISL (Meier &Sandler, 2008), the 
phonological first production also 
demonstrated a greater involvment 
of other elements of the body such 
as arms, shoulders, back, legs, 
stomach and face.



Trends in emergent 
morphology

Inflectional morphology was not yet 
found 

As for the processes of signs formation 
we found a tendency for composition as 
in:  

Banana tree= tree + banana 

Girl= women + child 



Other emerging 
sign language

In emerging sign languages, the 
weight of nouns and verbs prevails 
among other structures like 
morphemes for gender and number ( 
Meier et al. 2010).



Emerging syntax 

A slight predominance for OSV: PEIXE 
EU VI NÃO (fish I see not) 

Use of SVO: LAVO DENTES (brush teeth) 

Syntactic space larger but with a 
tendency to become smaller: ex sign 
AIRPLANE or GOAT



In other emerging 
sign languages....

New sign languages tend to simplify syntax (Meier et 
al, 2010) and in early stages we can find simple 
utterances with a single nominal node.  

In the present case- STP sign language - in 
sentences that require more than an argument as 
verbs to GIVE or MARRY the signers seem to break 
the sentence in  two separate utterances since they 
cannot ravel the sentence. 

This is also reported in other SL such as NSL 
(Senghas et al. 1997).



Signs Development
A more economic use of the space in which the sign 
is produced (e.g. goat, to beat). 

A selection of a dominant hand or only hand for 
signs signed previously with both hands (e.g. 
Airplane). 

The influence of the status socio economic to choose 
a sign among other candidates (e.g. bathroom)



Conclusions
Due to some possible factors as malaria and 
consanguinity Sao Tome and Principe has a high number 
of deaf children who for that reason do not attend to 
school. 

Sem Barreiras promoted and linguistic emergence 
program motivating the birth of a new language with non 
imperialist policy. 

 The community has now a new born language with 
which they communicate. They also have a tool with the 
most consensual  and stabilized signs of this language: 
the Sao Tome and Principe sign Language Dictionary.





Film Sem Barreiras

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=ze-
kAF033Vc

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=ze-kAF033Vc


Foto





We are thankful to all the 
institutions that made this 

project possible


