New Zealand Sign Language: 

Overview

New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL) is the language of New Zealand’s Deaf
 community. NZSL is a wholly visual language with its own grammatical structure different to that of English and Maori. NZSL is not an improvised sequence of gestures or mime, it is a real language in its own right. Like all other human languages it is able to communicate a full range of ideas and to serve a wide range of functions.

NZSL is essential for effective daily communication and interaction by Deaf people. NZSL being wholly visual is the most accessible language for Deaf people.

NZSL is used by 28,000 New Zealanders
, and there are at least 210,000 deaf or hearing impaired people in New Zealand.

Sign languages are not universal and NZSL is used only in New Zealand. NZSL includes signs which express concepts from Maori culture, and Deaf Maori people usually identify as belonging to the NZSL community.

Two dictionaries of NZSL have been published: the first in 1997, followed by the Concise Dictionary of NZSL in 2002.

NZSL is different to Braille, which is the English language in code. 

About 90% of Deaf people are born to hearing families. NZSL is more often learned by contact with peers than from being taught within families. In this regard, sign languages are different from other human languages, where children’s initial language input comes from their parents, grandparents, or other primary caregivers. Consequently, the formal education system has an important role in the transmission of NZSL as the native language of Deaf New Zealanders
. 

NZSL is central to Deaf culture. The capitalised “D” is used to denote a distinct cultural group. Deaf culture, like all cultures, incorporates a rich body of distinct Deaf customs, mannerisms, art, humour, history, etc. The New Zealand Deaf community is a vibrant and active community that come together regularly at local Deaf clubs, annual Deaf sports event, Deaf conferences, workshops, and other social gatherings. 

� The capital ‘D’ is used internationally to denote a distinct cultural group of people who are members of the Deaf community and use sign language as their preferred language.


� 2001 Census; Statistics New Zealand.


� Disability in New Zealand. Overview of the 1996/97 Surveys. Health Funding Authority and Ministry of Health [1998] Appendix table 3.18, p163. Use of NZ Sign Language [question 13 of the 2001 census individual form].


� Jeffrey Waite Aotearoa Speaking for Ourselves: Part B: The Issues. A Discussion on the Development of a New Zealand Languages Policy Learning Media for the Ministry of Education, Wellington, 1992.
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