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Beyond languages, beyond modalities: Transforming the study of semiotic 

repertoires 

Annelies Kusters, Massimiliano Spotti,  Ruth Swanwick & Elina Tapio 

Abstract 

 

This paper presents a critical examination of key concepts in the study of (signed and 

spoken) language and multimodality. It shows how shifts in conceptual 

understandings of language use, moving from (individual and societal) bilingualism 

to multilingualism and (trans)languaging, have resulted in the revitalization of the 

concept of language repertoires. We discuss key assumptions and analytical 

developments that have shaped the sociolinguistic study of signed and spoken 

language multilingualism as separate from different strands of multimodality studies. 

In most multimodality studies, researchers focus on participants using one named 

spoken language within broader embodied human action. Thus while attending to 

multimodal communication, they do not attend to multilingual communication. In 

translanguaging studies the opposite has happened: scholars have attended to 

multilingual communication without really paying attention to multimodality and 

simultaneity, and hierarchies within the simultaneous combination of resources. The 

(socio)linguistics of sign language has paid attention to multimodality but only very 

recently have started to focus on multilingual contexts where multiple sign and/or 

multiple spoken languages are used in overlap with one another. There is currently 

little transaction between these areas of research. We argue that the lens of 

semiotic repertoires enables synergies to be identified and provides a holistic focus 

(addressing ideologies, histories, potentialities, constraints) on action that is both 

multilingual and multimodal.  

Introduction 

 

This paper foregrounds the work in this special issue that brings together the study 

of linguistic diversity and multilingualism, sign language studies, and studies of 

multimodality. The combination of papers in this special issue illustrate how the 

recent multimodal turn (Jewitt, 2009), also understood as a broader embodied focus 

in research on languages and communication (Nevile, 2015) brings together 

mainstream research on language and society together with research on sign 

languages. This marks a significant development in terms of the recognition of sign 

language and deafness related research in broader academia (Bagga-Gupta, 2007; 

Tapio, 2014). 

The theme of multilingualism provides the overarching context for the papers 

in this special issue that comprises perspectives from education (Swanwick, 

Snoddon) and urban spaces (Blackledge & Creese, Kusters, and Pennycook). This 

theme embraces the concept of repertoire as the totality of linguistic resources of 

the individual (Busch 2012, 2015; Spotti & Blommaert, 2017) and of translanguaging 

ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů͛Ɛ ĚǇŶĂŵŝĐ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ůŝŶŐƵŝƐƚŝĐ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ŝŶ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƐ ĨŽƌ 



meaning making  without regard for socio-cultural boundaries of named languages 

(Otheguy, Garcia, & Reid, 2015). Translanguaging thus transforms repertoires as 

resources are added, expanded, revised and sometimes sedimented onto particular 

ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶƐ ĂŶĚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƐ ;ůĞĂĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ ŽĨ ͞ƐƉĂƚŝĂů 
ƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞƐ͕͟ PĞŶŶǇĐŽok & Otsuji 2015). 

The concept of repertoire is central to this special issue as one which 

traverses studies of spoken and signed language and softens the boundaries 

between languages and research paradigms. This introductory paper explores how 

the concept enables a fresh perspective on the multimodal and multilingual aspects 

of communication and a more nuanced understanding of translanguaging, that 

recognises the different ways in which individuals draw on their multimodal 

linguistic resources to make meaning. 

Gesture Studies and Multimodality 

 

One possible starting point for breaking down boundaries between languages and 

language studies and transforming the study of repertoires is attention to the role of 

gesture in communication. Gesture studies scholars such as McNeill (1992), Goldin-

Meadow (2003) and Kendon (2004) have paid attention to (and argued for more 

attention to) the manual modality in language production in general. To this regard, 

Gesture studies has not only uncovered how gestures are partnered with spoken 

components of language, but also studied how gestures are incorporated in sign 

languages (for the latter, see for example Liddell 2003). The latter is a rather recent 

development: in the 1970s and 1980s, sign language linguists were preoccupied with 

ƉƌŽǀŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ƐŝŐŶ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŶĂƚƵƌĂů ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŶŽƚ ͞ũƵƐƚ ŐĞƐƚƵƌĞƐ͟  (Stokoe, 

Casterline, & Croneberg, 1965), resulting in a contradistinction between sign 

language and gesture (Kendon, 2004). Nowadays a number of sign language linguists 

acknowledge and attend to gesture, asking what is the relationship, the analogy or 

the difference between signs and gestures, and how much of signing is iconic and 

transparent (see, e.g. Green, Kelly, & Schembri 2014; Jantunen, forthcoming; 

Kendon, 2004; Vermeerbergen, 2006). However, an analysis of only the relationships 

between gesture and speech, gesture and sign and gesture in sign, is insufficient for 

understanding meaning-making in (signed) interaction - the scope should be wider, 

including other multimodal means of constructing meaning (Tapio, 2013; 

Vermeerbergen, Leeson, & Crasborn 2007).  

Indeed, all human interaction, and linguistic repertoires, are (and always 

have been) multimodal. Language in use, whether spoken, signed, or text, is always 

and inevitably constructed across multiple modes of communication and through 

͞ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƵĂů͟ ƉŚĞŶŽŵĞŶĂ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐƵƌƌŽƵŶĚŝŶŐ ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů ƐƉĂĐĞƐ 
(Goodwin, 2000, Scollon & LeVine, 2004). People speak, point, gesture, sign, write, 

draw, handle objects and move their bodies, in a variety of combinations or 

aggregates, within diverse social and material contexts. Multimodality scholars (such 

as Goodwin, 2000; Jewitt, 2009; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001; Mondada, 2016; 

NŽƌƌŝƐ͕ ϮϬϬϰͿ ŚĂǀĞ ŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚĞĚ ŚŽǁ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ͞ŵŽĚĞƐ͟ ǁŽƌŬ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ;Žƌ ͞ƐĞŵŝŽƚŝĐ 
ĨŝĞůĚƐ͕͟ Žƌ ͞ŵŽĚĂůŝƚŝĞƐ͗͟ ƐĞǀĞƌĂů ƚĞƌŵŝŶŽůŽŐŝĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŝŶ ĐŝƌĐƵůĂƚŝŽŶͿ͕ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƉŝĐƚƵƌĞƐ͕ 
spoken language, gestures, posture and proxemics; how some modes can be primary 



in some situations or some sequences of interactions, and get subordinate roles in 

others. 

Researchers in gesture studies and multimodality in spoken languages have 

ƚĞŶĚĞĚ ƚŽ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ǁŚĂƚ ĐŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĐĂůůĞĚ ͞ŵŽŶŽůŝŶŐƵĂů͟ ƵƚƚĞƌĂŶĐĞƐ ;ƚŚŽƵŐŚ ƐĞĞ 
Gullberg, 1998) rather than multilingualism and linguistic diversity. The 

(socio)linguistic study of sign language has paid attention to multimodality within the 

context of sign language in general (where signing is often combined with 

mouthing); sign language in conjunction or comparison with spoken language 

(Meier, Cormier, & Quinto-Pozos, 2002; Vigliocco, Perniss, & Vinson, 2014); or in the 

context of sign bilingualism (ie bimodal bilingualism, see below) (Bagga-Gupta, 1999; 

Humphries & MacDougall, 1999). These lines of enquiry are less visible in 

multilingual contexts where multiple sign and/or multiple spoken languages are 

used, though see Holmström & Schönström forthcoming, Kelly, Tapio & Dufva 

(2015), Swanwick (this issue) and Tapio (2013) for recent work in this direction. 

There is therefore a lack of transaction between research that focuses on 

gestures, signs and multimodality and research into linguistic diversity or 

multilingualism that has largely neglected multimodality (such as the use of 

gestures) in everyday translanguaging. Although some scholars, such as Garcia and Li 

Wei (2014) and Jørgensen, Karrebæk, Madsen, and Møller (2011) have emphasised 

that translanguaging is essentially multimodal, they have not yet expanded on this 

concept. Translanguaging scholars who did focus on multimodality have paid 

attention to Internet memes (mostly social media) or mobile phone texting. 

Linguistic landscaping (see Pennycook, this issue), another branch of the study of 

language in society, is inherently multimodal, but mostly by focusing on pictures, 

smells, signage, blackboards and screens; and not so much on the use of the visual-

gestural modality of communication including signing, gesturing, body orientation 

and the use of objects. We bridge these different fields by paying attention to the 

semiotic repertoire. 

From monolingualism to multilingualism and languaging 

 

The perspective on repertoire offered in this special issue implies an ethnographic 

approach to the study of multilingualism and multimodality. In interaction, speakers 

first and foremost use semiotic resources, rather than languages understood as 

coherent packages. The social environments in which we live in are characterized by 

an extremely low degree of presupposition in terms of identities, patterns of social, 

spatial and cultural behavior, social and cultural structure, and norms and 

expectations. People cannot be straightforwardly associated with particular 

(national, ethnic, sociocultural) groups and identities; their meaning-making 

ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ĐĂŶŶŽƚ ďĞ ĂƐƐƵŵĞĚ ƚŽ ͞ďĞůŽŶŐ͟ ƚŽ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ;ƐƵďͿĐƵůƚƵƌĞƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ specific 

languages. Yet somewhere along the way, speakers learn that some of these 

ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ƚŽ ďĞůŽŶŐ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ŝŶ ͞ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐ͘͟ LĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ 
Pennycook and Otsuji (2015) and Otheguy, Garcia, and Reid (2015) oppose this kind 

of monolingual and bounded-language ideological underpinning within academic 

inquiry, which espouses a monolithic notion of language and of language use in 

modern society. These insights - that question the very ontological assumption and 



status of language - are based on linguistic ethnography on multilingualism, which 

has its roots in the study of bilingualism.  

Established notions of bilingualism have gradually replaced the initial strong 

focus on competence in two different languages by a view in which language users 

would draw on any kinds of resources useful and accessible to them, with various 

degrees of fluency determining the scope of such resourcesͶthe concept of 

͞ůĂŶŐƵĂŐŝŶŐ͟ ;CƌĞĞƐĞ ĂŶĚ BůĂĐŬůĞĚŐĞ͕ ϮϬϭϬ͖ Jørgensen, Karrebæk, Madsen, & Møller, 

2011). Thus͕ ĨƌŽŵ Ă ͞ĚƵĂů ŐƌĂŵŵĂƌ͟ ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ͕ ďŝůŝŶŐƵĂůŝƐŵ ŐƌĂĚƵĂůůǇ ŵŽǀĞĚ 
toward a more flexible and less structured field of multilingualismͶa shift that 

involved other reorientations: one, toward the macrosocial contexts of 

multilingualism in society, the other to the individual linguistic repertoires of 

interactants. In the process, researchers have used and devised concepts (some of 

them neologisms) such as crossing (Rampton 1995), translanguaging (Garcia & Wei, 

2014), metrolingualism (Pennycook & Otsuji, 2015), plurilingualism (Canagarajah, 

2009) and polylanguaging (Jørgensen, Karrebæk, Madsen, & Møller, 2011). The 

difference between code-switching (a term central in the field of bilingualism, 

meaning the alternate use of material from two or more languages in the same 

sequence) and translanguaging (and the other neologisms) is that translanguaging 

encompasses code-switching, but entails a wider set of practices and use of 

resources (Garcia & Wei, 2014). 

Repertoires: Conceptual Overview and Re-evaluation 

The concept of repertoire offers a way in which to articulate the ways individuals 

draw on their diverse resources mapping them onto functions in a communicative 

act. The study of languaging as using resources from linguistic or communicative 

repertoires is much indebted to the work of Joshua Fishman and to the later 

developments brought to the field by John Gumperz and Dell Hymes. John Gumperz 

and Dell Hymes, in their introduction to Directions in Sociolinguistics (1972, p. 20-

21), listed repertoire as one of the basic sociolinguistic concepts and defined it as 

͞ƚŚĞ ƚŽƚĂůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ůŝŶŐƵŝƐƚŝĐ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ;ŝ͘Ğ͘ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ďŽƚŚ ŝŶǀĂƌŝĂŶƚ ĨŽƌŵƐ ĂŶĚ ǀĂƌŝĂďůĞƐͿ 
ĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ ƚŽ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ŽĨ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ͕͟ Ă ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ůĂƚĞƌ 
combined with the much broader ĂŶĚ ůĞƐƐ ƉƌĞĐŝƐĞ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͞ŵĂŶŶĞƌƐ ŽĨ ƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ͘͟ 
FƌŽŵ ƚŚĞƌĞ͕ ͞ƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞ͟ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞ Ăůů ƚŚĞ ͞ŵĞĂŶƐ ŽĨ 
ƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ͟ ƚŚĂƚ ƵƐĞƌƐ ŽĨ Ă ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ŬŶŽǁ͕ ŬŶŽǁ ŚŽǁ ƚŽ ƵƐĞ͕ ĂŶĚ ƵƐĞ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ 
reasoning in mind, while they are engaged in a communicative encounter.  

Although groundbreaking at that time this is more or less where the concept 

of communicative repertoires has stayed for decades and it has been a radical 

concept in linguistics for years. With time, its use became more closely associated 

with a Chomskyan approach to language and often was placed on the same level as 

͞ĐŽŵƉĞƚĞŶĐĞ͕͟ ƵŶƚŝů ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ BůŽŵŵĂĞƌƚ ĂŶĚ BĂĐŬƵƐ ;ϮϬϭϯͿ ĂŶĚ BƵƐĐŚ ;ϮϬϭϮ͕ 
2015) and Rymes (2010) took up the concept again. People use resources acquired 

over the course of their life trajectories through membership or participation in 

various sociocultural spaces in which their identities are measured against normative 

centers of practice (Creese and Blackledge, 2010; Jørgensen, Karrebæk, Madsen, & 

Møller, 2011; Canagarajah, 2013; Busch, 2012, 2015). Blommaert and Backus (2013) 

ĞǆƉůĂŝŶ ƚŚĂƚ ͞A ƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞ ŝƐ ĐŽŵƉŽƐĞĚ ŽĨ Ă ŵǇƌŝĂĚ ŽĨ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝǀĞ ƚŽŽůƐ͕ 



with different degrees of functional specialization. No single resource is a 

communicative panacea; none ŝƐ ƵƐĞůĞƐƐ͘͟ ;Ɖ͘ ϮϱͿ TŚĞǇ ƉŽŝŶƚ ŽƵƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞƐ ĚŽ 
not develop along a linear path of ever-increasing size; rather, resources develop 

according to the situational communicative needs that someone may encounter.  In 

other words: people learn situated usages of resources, ie practices; and practices 

differ both contextually and modality-wise (Dufva 2013). In this process, some 

resources are permanent and enduring and others are temporary and dynamic 

(Blommaert & Backus, 2013), and resources are understoŽĚ ͞ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ŽŶĞ 
ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ͕ ŝŶ ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝŽŶ ĨƌŽŵ ŽŶĞ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ͕ Žƌ ĂƐ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚŝĂƚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ͟ ;BƵƐĐŚ͕ 
2012, p. 520).   

Pennycook and Otsuji (2015) also have taken up the term of repertoire, 

ĐŽŝŶŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ ͞ƐƉĂƚŝĂů ƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞƐ͘͟ EǆĂŵƉůĞƐ ĂƌĞ ƉĂƌticular terms that are 

intelligible within particular locations only; and scripts, which are questions and 

answers (this can include bargaining) that are more or less expected within specific 

locations, and are linked to situations, places (such as markets) and persons. 

Individual and spatial repertoires converge and diverge, draw on each other and 

contribute to each other (Pennycook & Otsuji 2015; Pennycook, this issue). 

We argue that if we do not want to make a strict distinction between named 

languages, and make no distinction between linguistic and non-linguistic, and signal 

a multimodal perspective (see below), we should talk about semiotic repertoires 

rather than linguistic repertoires. In contrast to Virrkula-Räisänen (2010) who 

conceptually separated linguistic repertoires and semiotic resources (such as gesture 

ĂŶĚ ďŽĚǇ ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶͿ͕ ǁĞ ƵƐĞ ƚŚĞ ďƌŽĂĚĞƌ ƚĞƌŵ ͞ƐĞŵŝŽƚŝĐ ƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞƐ͟ ;ĂůƐŽ ƐĞĞ 
Bezemer & Kress, 2016) to encompass them both (and this broader semiotic 

perspective is also implied in the concĞƉƚ ŽĨ ͞ƐƉĂƚŝĂů ƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞƐ͟Ϳ͘ Rymes (2010) 

ƵƐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƌƌĞƐƉŽŶĚŝŶŐ ƚĞƌŵ ͞ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝǀĞ ƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞ͟ ƚŽ ŝŵƉůǇ ƚŚŝƐ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ 
broader semiotics. The importance of this focus on broader semiotics will become 

clear in the subsequent sections on sign languages and multimodality. 

Sign bilingualism and multilingualism  

 

Attention to repertoire in the context of sign languages tends to be located in 

studies of bimodal bilingualism or sign bilingualism. These terms are used to describe 

the use of a sign language and a written/spoken language and in this context the 

ƚĞƌŵ ͞ŵŽĚĂůŝƚǇ͟ ŝƐ ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ƚŚĂŶ ŝŶ ŵƵůƚŝŵŽĚĂůŝƚǇ ƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ͕ ŝĞ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ǀŝƐƵĂů-
gestural modality, the auditory-oral modality and the written modality. Sign 

bilingualism has been mostly discussed and investigated with regard to deaf 

education (Marschark, Tang & Knoors, 2014). Discussions of sign bilingualism in this 

context tend to focus on the fact most deaf children are born in hearing non-signing 

families and thus learn sign language at school and from hearing adults who are 

themselves not fluent signers. More recently discussions of sign bilingualism have 

ďĞŐƵŶ ƚŽ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ŵƵůƚŝůŝŶŐƵĂůŝƐŵ͕ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ůŝǀĞƐ ĂƌĞ 
plural in terms of their use of sign and spoken languages. Sophisticated hearing 

technologies provide the potential for deaf children to learn two (or more) spoken 

languages and, as society is linguistically diverse, deaf children are likely to 

encounter different spoken languages at home and at school. Furthermore, 



transnational connections among sign language users are possible for an increasing 

number of deaf people due to possibilities offered by new technologies and 

affordable travel (Friedner & Kusters, 2015) and thus deaf people learn other sign 

languages or communicate in International Sign; the latter could be said to be a form 

of translanguaging. It is very common for, for example, for a Finnish signer to be 

multilingual in several spoken and signed languages (Kelly, Tapio, & Dufva, 2015).  

Tapio (2013, 2014) shows how deaf signers not only deal with many linguistic 

varieties, but with an exceptional number of modes in which and with which those 

ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŵĂŶŝĨĞƐƚĞĚ͘ TŚĞƌĞ ĞǆŝƐƚƐ Ă ǁŝĚĞ ƌĂŶŐĞ ŽĨ ƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ ŽŶ ƐŝŐŶĞƌƐ͛ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ 
features of multiple languages, such as research on sign language contact including 

sign-speech contact, sign-writing contact, and sign-sign contact (see Quinto-Pozos & 

Adam, 2013 for an overview), code-switching between sign language and spoken 

language (De Quadros, Müller, Lillo-Martin & Pichler, 2014) and more recently, 

between two sign languages (Zeshan & Panda, 2015). Furthermore, signers 

continually and skillfully switch not only between languages but also between 

modalities.  One example of this is seen in  ͚ĐŚĂŝŶŝŶŐ͛ ǁŚĞƌĞ  different modalities or 

resources are connected through a sequence of signing a concept and then 

fingerspelling it (the use of fingerspelled signs for each letter of a word); or pointing 

at a written word and then signing/saying it, for example in order to highlight 

equivalence (Bagga Gupta, 1999; Humphries & MacDougall, 1999; Tapio 2013; 

Holmström and Schönström, forthcoming). 

The boundaries between different sign and spoken languages and modalities 

become fuzzy in sign language contexts; for example, in practices that draw from 

several modalities and languages at the same time. This happens for example when 

signers voice and sign simultaneously (Emmorey, Borinstein, & Thompson, 2008), or 

when people produce mouth patterns (mouthing) which can be (partially) derived 

from a spoken language (such as English), while signing (such as in British Sign 

Language) (Boyes-Braem & Sutton-Spence 2001; Vermeerbergen, Leeson, & 

CƌĂƐďŽƌŶ͕ ϮϬϬϳͿ͘ MŽƵƚŚŝŶŐƐ ĂůƐŽ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ;ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĐĂůůǇͿ ŝŶ ŽƚŚĞƌ ͞ŶŽŶ-ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ͟ 
languages, for example, when a person mouthes an English word and simultaneously 

signs a Finnish Sign Language sign with the same meaning (see, e.g. Tapio, 2013), or 

when a person connects a gesture with mouthings in more than one language (see 

Kusters, this issue). These multilingual and multimodal practices are inherent part of 

many sign languages, but the extent to which mouthing is used can vary, for example 

mouthing might happen to a strong extent in contact between spoken language-

dominant and sign language-dominant interactanƚƐ͘ UůƌŝŬĞ )ĞƐŚĂŶ͛Ɛ E‘C ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ŽŶ 
ƐŝŐŶ ŵƵůƚŝůŝŶŐƵĂůŝƐŵ͕ ĨŽĐƵƐŝŶŐ ŽŶ ͞ĐƌŽƐƐ-ƐŝŐŶŝŶŐ͟ ;ƐŝŐŶŝŶŐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƵŶĂĐƋƵĂŝŶƚĞĚ 
ƐŝŐŶĞƌƐ ǁŝƚŚ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ƐŝŐŶ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ďĂĐŬŐƌŽƵŶĚƐͿ ;)ĞƐŚĂŶ͕ ϮϬϭϱͿ͕ ͞ƐŝŐŶ-ƐǁŝƚĐŚŝŶŐ͟ 
(code-switching between sign languages) (Zeshan & Panda, 2ϬϭϱͿ ĂŶĚ ͞ƐŝŐŶ-

ƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ͟ ;ĨůƵĞŶƚůǇ ĐŽŵďŝŶŝŶŐ ƐŝŐŶ ĂŶĚ ƐƉĞĞĐŚͿ ŝƐ Ă ǀĞƌǇ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ƐƚĞƉ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ Ă 
ďĞƚƚĞƌ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƐŝŐŶĞƌƐ͛ ŵƵůƚŝůŝŶŐƵĂů ĂŶĚ ŵƵůƚŝŵŽĚĂů ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ͘ IŶ Ăůů͕ ƚŚĞƐĞ 
practices are possible due to the fluidity and transformative quality of 

signs/gestures. Research with a narrow view on language use and communication 

often lacks such a wider perspective of the semiotic resources of signing 

communities (Tapio, 2013, 2014).  



Nothwithstanding the multilingual practices of signers, the theme of access 

to semiotic resources that enable such practices is central to the literature on 

signers. There is a  continuing need to assert sign languages as genuine languages 

and lobby for sign language rights (De Meulder, 2015). The continued existence of 

many sign languages is endangered, partly due to coupling state-of-the-art hearing 

technologies with an exclusive focus on spoken language acquisition, but 

also  because of the attrition of (sign bilingual) schools for the deaf as spaces for 

the  emergence and transmission of sign languages (Kusters et al. 2015). Within this 

context, the concept of translanguaging understandably raises concerns among deaf 

professionals and some education specialists who interpret it as a Total 

Communication approach that gives precedence to sign systems based on spoken 

language grammar over sign languages (see Swanwick, this volume, Snoddon, this 

volume). Although translanguaging is a term that has been arisen and used within 

the context of minority language users and language maintenance (Otheguy, Garcia, 

& Reid, 2015), the unhampered access to both sign and spoken language that 

is  crucial within this process, is often compromised in the case of deaf people. There 

are sensitive issues therefore associated with translanguaging behaviours that 

foreground speaking, mouthing or lip-reading practices to the extent of 

marginalising signing and other visual-ĞŵďŽĚŝĞĚ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ;“ĞĞ “ǁĂŶǁŝĐŬ͛Ɛ͕ KƵƐƚĞƌƐ͛ 
ĂŶĚ “ŶŽĚĚŽŶ͛Ɛ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞƐ ĨŽƌ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ĂƐǇŵŵĞƚƌŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŝŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚŝĞƐ ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌĞĚ ďǇ 
signers).  

Multimodality  

 

In the previous section we have lifted a tip of the veil as to what multimodality 

means in the context of gesture and sign language. Within this section we shed light 

on the largely separate field of multimodality studies (mostly focusing on spoken 

language users), where foci and emphasis vary. Crucial to several of the articles in 

this special issue is the analysis of embodied language use as embedded within 

particular surrounds (such as shops, markets, classrooms): actions and the body 

;ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ͞ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ͕͟ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ ŶĂƌƌŽǁĞƌͿ ĂƌĞ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĐĞŶƚƌĞ ŽĨ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ;MŽŶĚĂĚĂ͕ 
2016; Scollon & Scollon, 2004). Multimodality is often linked to globalism, new 

technologies, and to the internet in particular (Jewitt, 2009). The multimodal turn is 

also linked to the abovementioned shift (culminating in translanguaging theory) that 

has been going on for several decades in the way we view language as processes of 

meaning making rather than as enclosed systems. Jewitt (2008, 2009) and Norris 

(2012) have considered the similarities and differences between different 

approaches to multimodality, as well as the underlying theoretical backgrounds of 

each approach. The following three fields of application (Jewitt, 2008a) can be 

recognised: (1). the semiotŝĐ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ůŝŶŬĞĚ ƚŽ HĂůůŝĚĂǇ͛Ɛ social semiotic theory, (for 

example Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2001); (2). the research into interaction that arises 

from the methodological framework of conversation analysis (CA) and 

ethnomethodology (EM) (for example Goodwin, 2010; Mondada 2014, 2016) and (3) 

the multimodal approach that stems from mediated discourse theory (MDA) (Norris 

2004, Norris, & Jones, 2005; Scollon, 1998; Scollon & Scollon, 2004). 

Central to multimodality studies is the study of the simultaneous deployment 

of resources (Goodwin, 2000; Mondada, 2016). One obvious example of simultaneity 



is speaking and gesturing at the same time (studied by gesture studies which 

partially overlaps with multimodality studies, particularly with CA and EM), yet it is 

much broader than that: speech, eye gaze, the mutual orientation of the bodies of 

the interlocutors, the material structure of the surround, objects (such as products 

for sale, or materials with which people work), environmentally coupled gestures 

;͞ŐĞƐƚƵƌĞƐ that cannot be understood by participants without taking into account 

ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ƚŝĞĚ͟Ϳ ;GŽŽĚǁŝŶ͕ ϮϬϬϳ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϵϱͿ͕ ĂŶĚ 
(hand)writing-in-interaction (Mondada & Svinhufvud, 2016). Importantly, 

simultaneity thus involves all interlocutors: all engage in body orientations and eye 

gaze, even when only one person is speaking, for example; and interactants might 

already start to respond while the previous action is still being produced, such as by 

interrupting or by reorienting the body, ready for producing a response (Mondada, 

2016). Sign language researchers have done extensive research on complex 

simultaneous structures, such as 1. mouthing while signing, but also 2. when two 

hands each convey different information and 3. research on eye gaze and body 

posture when signing (Vermeerbergen, Leeson, & Crasborn 2007). Yet in contrast to 

multimodality studies, there has been less attention to the use of objects and the 

physical environment in sign language studies.  We should move from examining 

linguistic elements to a full multimodal perspective. 

We mentioned the use of objects as possible semiotic resources, the 

acknowledgment of which is important in this special issue since in several of the 

articles in this volume, objects (such as meat cuts, frozen fish, pen and paper, 

calculators, vegetables, money) are central to the interactions. A growing body of 

research has focused on objects in interaction (Streeck, Goodwin, & LeBaron, 2011; 

Nevile, Haddington, Heinemann, & Rauniomaa, 2014): objects differ from talk, 

gestures and signs, or even writing with the finger in the hand or fingerspelling 

(Kusters, this issue; Snoddon, this issue), since they are not fleeting and evanescent, 

ĂŶĚ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ͞ŶŽƚŝĐĞĚ͕ ĂƉƉƌĞĐŝĂƚĞĚ͕ ĂƐƐĞƐƐĞĚ͕ ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞĚ͕ ĐƌĞĂƚĞĚ ĂŶĚ ŵĂĚĞ ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ͕ Žƌ 
can be given and received, shared or distributed, shown and demonstrated, 

ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂŶĚ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ͕ Žƌ ĚŝƐƉƵƚĞĚ͟ ;NĞǀŝůĞ͕ HĂĚĚŝŶŐƚŽŶ͕ HĞŝŶĞŵĂŶŶ͕ Θ 
Rauniomaa, 2014, p. 7). Authors have suggested that in each context, different 

resources are relevant. While objects are everywhere around us when interacting 

(bodies, clothes, counters, cash tills, tables, pens, papers, products for sale), they are 

͞ŵĂĚĞ ƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛ ƉŽŝŶƚŝŶŐ͕ ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐŝŶŐ͕ ŶĂŵŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƚŽƵĐŚŝŶŐ͘͟ 
(Nevile, Haddington, Heinemann, & Rauniomaa, 2014, p. 15): they become 

semiotically charged (Goodwin, 2013).  

Note that attention to handling objects does not necessarily mean that 

authors have paid attention to tactility. Indeed, multimodal interaction is multi-

sensory, but, as Mondada (2016, p. 355) pointed out, the visual turn in multimodality 

research (made possible by video recording interactions), has led to (or obscured) 

͞ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ƌĞĚƵĐƚŝŽŶŝƐŵ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĨ ĞŵďŽĚŝŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ĂƵĚŝďůĞ-ǀŝƐŝďůĞ ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞƐ͗͟ 
touching, tasting, smelling are understudied in the field of multimodality research 

(see also Norris, 2013). Multisensoriality has received more attention within 

linguistic landscaping (see Pennycook, this issue), a field of study that focuses less on 

language in interaction. Pennycook (this issue) therefore argues that a bridge is 

urgently needed between translanguaging studies and linguistic landscaping studies.  



We have pointed out the importance of a focus on the way people use and 

regulate multiple semiotic resources in action. Actions consist of different 

consecutive steps, and simultaneous presence of particular semiotic fields (such as: a 

particular body orientation, a point or an emblematic gesture,  a spoken utterance) 

ĐŽƵůĚ ůĂƐƚ ũƵƐƚ Ă ĨĞǁ ƐĞĐŽŶĚƐ͕ ƵŶƚŝů ƚŚĞ ŶĞǆƚ ͚ƐƚĂŐĞ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂĐƚŝŽŶ͘ TŚĞ ͞ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƵĂů 
configuƌĂƚŝŽŶ͟ ŽĨ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ŝƐ ƚŚĞŶ ƌĞƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞĚ͕ ĚŝƐĂƐƐĞŵďůĞĚ͕ ƌĞŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĞĚ͗ ƐŽŵĞ 
semiotic fields overlap into the next configuration, new semiotic fields are added 

while others are no longer relevant (Goodwin, 2010, 2013). When new layers of 

resources are brought in, a transformation occurs, since the whole contextual 

ĐŽŶĨŝŐƵƌĂƚŝŽŶ ĐŚĂŶŐĞƐ͗ ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ ͞ĐŽ-operative transformation zones that decompose 

ĂŶĚ ƌĞƵƐĞ ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ƚŽ ĐƌĞĂƚĞ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ĞůƐĞ͘͟ ;GŽŽĚǁŝŶ͕ ϮϬϭϯ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϳͿ͘  

Within the organisation and transformation of semiotic fields, particular 

fields can be foregrounded and fields or modes can exist in hierarchical 

constellations. Several authors have argued that there is no a priori hierarchy (Norris, 

2011; Mondada, 2014). Mondada (2016, p. 341) states that ͞ƐŽŵĞ ĞĐŽůŽŐŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ 
types of activities might favor verbal resources along with gestures and body 

movements, whereas other ecologies and activities might favor distinctive and 

ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ ĞŵďŽĚŝĞĚ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ŽǀĞƌ ƚĂůŬ͘͟ ;CŽŶƚƌĂƌŝůǇ͕ “ƚĞǀĂŶŽǀŝĐ ĂŶĚ MŽŶǌŽŶŝ ;ϮϬϭ6) 

argue that embodied behaviour gets the top position in the hierarchy of 

interactional resources.) Norris (2004) has done extensive work in this regard, 

ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ Ăƚ ͞ůĞǀĞůƐ ŽĨ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶͬĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐ͟ ŽĨ ŵŽĚĞƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƌŽůĞ ŽĨ 
modes in particulaƌ ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŝŶ ƚĞƌŵƐ ŽĨ ͞ŵŽĚĂů ŝŶƚĞŶƐŝƚǇ͕͟ ĂŶĚ ͞ŵŽĚĂů 
ĐŽŵƉůĞǆŝƚǇ͘͟ FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ Ă ŵŽĚĞ ;ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƐƉĞĞĐŚ͕ ŐĞƐƚƵƌĞƐ͕ ƉŽƐƚƵƌĞ͕ ĞǇĞ ŐĂǌĞͿ ĐĂŶ 
ŚĂǀĞ Ă ͞ŚŝŐŚ ŵŽĚĂů ŝŶƚĞŶƐŝƚǇ͟ ;ŝĞ ŝƚ ĐĂƌƌŝĞƐ Ă ůŽƚ ŽĨ ǁĞŝŐŚƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶƐͿ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ Ă 
particular sequence; yet ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ĂƌĞ ŽĨƚĞŶ ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞĚ ďǇ Ă ͞ŚŝŐŚ ŵŽĚĂů 
ĐŽŵƉůĞǆŝƚǇ͟ ;ŝĞ ĂŶ ŝŶƚĞƌƚǁŝŶŝŶŐ ŽĨ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ŵŽĚĞƐͬŵŽĚĂůŝƚŝĞƐͿ͘ AŶ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ŝƐ 
KƵƐƚĞƌƐ͛ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ǀŽůƵŵĞ͕ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƐŚĞ ƐŚŽǁƐ ŚŽǁ ŐĞƐƚƵƌĞƐ ŐĞƚ Ă ŚŝŐŚ ŵŽĚĂů 
intensity in interactions between deaf signers and hearing non-signers in Mumbai.  

We believe that it is of crucial importance to attend to such hierarchies since 

they point toward (historically embedded) unequal power relationships between the 

people who use semiotic resources, and how resources are more or less valued by 

different stakeholders, and how people have more or less access to resources. Such 

inequalities and asymmetries get central emphasis in MDA (mediated discourse 

analysis) (Norris & Jones, 2005), which is an important difference between MDA and 

the other strands of multimodality studies. As mentioned above, we find it 

extremely important to pay attention to such asymmetries: people have differential 

access to languages, literacies, objects and other resources, and different uses of the 

senses. Examples from the articles in this volume include: the person behind the 

ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ ĐĂŶ ĂĐĐĞƐƐ ŽďũĞĐƚƐ ƚŚĞ ĐƵƐƚŽŵĞƌ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ͖ ƚŚĞ ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌ ĐĂŶ ŚĞĂƌ ĂŶĚ 
speak which is not necessarily the case for deaf students; the deaf teacher can sign 

while the ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ;ǇĞƚͿ͖ ƐŽŵĞ ĐƵƐƚŽŵĞƌƐ ĐĂŶ ƌĞĂĚ ĂŶĚ ǁƌŝƚĞ 
;ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐͿ ǁŚŝůĞ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ͕ ĂŶĚ ƐŽ ŽŶ͘  

TŚŝƐ ĨůĞǆŝďůĞ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ŝƐ ĞŵďĞĚĚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ͕ ĂŶĚ ůĞĂĚƐ ƚŽ͕ ͞ŝŶƚĞŶƐŝǀĞ 
ůŽĐĂů ĂĚĂƉƚĂƚŝŽŶ͟ ;GŽŽĚǁŝŶ ϮϬϭϯͿ Žƌ ͞Ă ůŽĐĂů ĂƐƐĞŵďůŝŶŐ ŽĨ Ă ĚŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ ŽĨ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ͗͟ 
ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŵŽďŝůŝǌĞĚ ͞ŝŶ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚŝŶŐĞŶĐŝĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 



ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ͟ ;MŽŶĚĂĚĂ͕ ϮϬϭϰ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϰϬͿ͘  Some configurations become more or less 

ƐĞĚŝŵĞŶƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͗ ͞TŚĞǇ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ŝŶĐŽƌƉŽƌĂƚĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ the epistemic 

ŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ͕ ůŽĐĂů ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ͟ ;GŽŽĚǁŝŶ͕ ϮϬϭϯ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϲͿ͘ IŶƐƉŝƌĞĚ ďǇ KƌĞƐƐ Θ 
Van Leeuwen (2001), Tapio calls them regularised, patterned communication-

practices (Tapio, 2014). Examples are particular combinations of semiotic fields that 

are frequently used within market stalls for example, particularly between 

acquaintances, (see Blackledge & Creese, this issue; Kusters, this issue; and 

Pennycook, this issue), or in teaching situations (Swanwick, this issue; Snoddon, this 

issue). Whaƚ ŚĂƉƉĞŶƐ ŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͞ůŽĐĂůůǇ ƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚ ǁĞďƐ ŽĨ ƐĞŵŝŽƚŝĐ ĂŶĚ ƐŽĐŝĂů 
ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ͟ ŽĐĐƵƌ ;GŽŽĚǁŝŶ͕ ϮϬϭϯ͕ Ɖ͘ ϭϲͿ͖ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ĨƌĞƋƵĞŶƚ ĐŽŵďŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 
particular gestures with other resources such as speaking in different languages, 

object handling and writing. 

As shown, the questions that are asked in research into multimodality 

overlap, and researchers use several approaches in their research on multimodality 

yet reach similar conclusions on 1. the complex way people employ and combine 

resources in action, 2. the hierarchies between modes, 3. the transformative (rather 

than additive) effect of the use and the combination of resources, and 4. the 

sedimentation of resources/repertoires within particular contexts. Multimodality 

studies have the latter two foci in parallel with translanguaging research. Also, 

parallel to MDA, translanguaging theory (cf polylanguaging, metrolingualism and so 

ŽŶͿ ĨŽĐƵƐĞƐ ŽŶ ͞ďŝŐŐĞƌ ǁŚŽůĞƐ͕͟ ƚĂŬŝŶŐ ŝŶƚŽ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ŚŽǁ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞ ĂŶĚ 
balance language ideologies, identities, cultures, inequalities, oppression and 

histories (Garcia & Wei, 2014; Jørgensen, Karrebæk, Madsen, & Møller, 2011; 

Pennycook & Otsuji, 2015). In most multimodality (CA, EM, MDA) studies and in sign 

language studies, researchers focus on situations where participants use one named 

spoken language (either as spoken, or in the form of mouthings) within human 

action. Thus while attending to multimodal communication, they do not attend to 

multilingual communication. In translanguaging studies the opposite has happened: 

researchers have attended to multilingual communication without really paying 

attention to multimodality and simultaneity, and to hierarchies within the 

simultaneous combination of resources. There is a slowly growing consciousness in 

that regard. For example, Canagarajah (2016) argues that non-verbal resources 

should not be seen as compensatory or subservient to spoken/written language. And 

ĂƐ ŵĞŶƚŝŽŶĞĚ ĂďŽǀĞ͕ PĞŶŶǇĐŽŽŬ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ ŽĨ ƐƉĂƚŝĂů ƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞƐ ;PĞŶŶǇĐŽŽŬ Θ 
Otsuji, 2015; Pennycook, this volume) brings in the spatial environment (including 

the use of objects) in the study of translanguaging.  

Conclusion 

IŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƵƐŝŶŐ ͞ƐĞŵŝŽƚŝĐ ƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞƐ͟ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ĨƌĂŵĞ ŽĨ 
reference offers us the potential to bridge studies of multilingualism in spoken and 

ƐŝŐŶĞĚ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐ͕ ŐĞƐƚƵƌĞ ƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŵƵůƚŝŵŽĚĂůŝƚǇ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ͘ TŚĞ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ͞ƐĞŵŝŽƚŝĐ 
ƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞ͟ ĚĞƉĂƌƚƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ ƚŚĂƚ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ďŽƵŶĚĞĚ ƐǇƐƚĞŵƐ ;ĂŶ 
understanding that is central to translanguaging theory); and that repertoires are 

merely linguistic (they are multimodal and embodied).  



Furthermore, the concept also enables us to take a holistic perspective, 

taking into account inequalities and power differences by paying attention to 

hierarchies of resources, and to lack of accessibility to resources. Indeed, as 

BůŽŵŵĂĞƌƚ ĂŶĚ BĂĐŬƵƐ ;ϮϬϭϯ͕ Ɖ͘ ϮϬͿ ƐƚĂƚĞ͖ ͞TŚĞ ƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞƐ ŽĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂďƐŽƌď 
whatever comes their way as a useful ʹ practical and/or pleasant ʹ resource, as long 

ĂƐ ƐƵĐŚ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ĂĐĐĞƐƐŝďůĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞŵ͘͟ JŽƌŐĞŶƐŽŶ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ƉŽŝŶƚ ŽƵƚ that people 

ŚĂǀĞ ƵŶĞƋƵĂů ĂĐĐĞƐƐ ƚŽ ůŝŶŐƵŝƐƚŝĐ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ͗ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂŶŐƵĂŐŝŶŐ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ Ă ͞ĨƌĞĞ-for-Ăůů͗͟ 
͞ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂƌĞ ĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ ƚŽ ƐƉĞĂŬĞƌƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĞŶƐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞƐ ĂƌĞ ƵƐĞĚ 
ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ƚŚĞŵ ĞǀĞƌǇ ĚĂǇ ŵĂǇ ŶŽƚ ďĞ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ŽĨ Ăůů ŽĨ ƚŚĞŵ͘͟  (Jørgensen, 

Karrebæk, Madsen, & Møller, 2011, p. 35) For  deaf people such access to resources 

is compromised by a reduction of, or lack of sensory access to spoken language 

production and lack of opportunities for access to sign language production in the 

educational context. There are important implications here for the way in which 

translanguaging is construed and the extent to which this concept could legitimise 

inaccessible utterances aimed towards deaf people (such as speaking with a very 

limited use of sign/ŐĞƐƚƵƌĞ͕ ƐĞĞ KƵƐƚĞƌƐ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐƐƵĞͿ ĂŶĚ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ŵĞĂŶƚ ďǇ ͞ƐŬŝůůĨƵů 
ƐŝŐŶŝŶŐ͟ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ;ƐĞĞ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ “ŶŽĚĚŽŶ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐƐƵĞͿ͘  

The perspective on repertoires that was suggested Busch (2015, p. 14) is very 

pertinent to the discussions going forward in this special issue. She argues that that 

͚OƵƌ ƌĞƉĞƌƚŽŝƌĞ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĞĚ ƐŽůĞůǇ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ůŝŶŐƵŝƐƚŝĐ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ͕ ďƵƚ 
sometimes by those we do not have, and these can become noticeable in a given 

ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ ĂƐ Ă ŐĂƉ͕ Ă ƚŚƌĞĂƚ Žƌ Ă ĚĞƐŝƌĞ͛͘ BƌŽĂĚĞŶŝŶŐ BƵƐŚ͛ ĨŽĐƵƐ ĨƌŽŵ ůŝŶŐƵŝƐƚŝĐ 
repertoires to semiotic repertoires, a semiotic repertoire can thus be understood as 

a heteroglossic realm of embodied potentialities and constraints. Different resources 

not only are differentially accessible, but also get ascribed different values and get 

assessed differently in different spaces, and are connected to emotions, different 

experiences, power relations, desires (Busch, 2012, 2015) and identities (Spotti, 

2007). In summation, we argue that the lens of semiotic repertoires enables a 

holistic focus (addressing ideologies, histories, potential, constraints) on action that 

is both multilingual and multimodal.   

By exploring in depth, for the  first time,  the application of translanguaging 

theory to multimodal interaction this issue makes two important 

contributions  to  language research.  The first is  that the  study of translanguaging 

in this context provides a lens through which to identify the ways in which  deaf and 

hearing individuals draw on all of their semiotic resources (such as image, text, 

gesture, gaze, facial expression, speech, posture, objects and the environment) for 

meaning making and to explore ways of capturing, describing and analysing sign and 

spoken language interaction that is not constrained by boundaries between 

languages, methodological approaches, disciplinary paradigms and cultural 

expectations. Whilst this perspective provokes anxiety in terms of language 

precarity, power and asymmetries that are explored in this issue, it also expands our 

understanding of the multimodal nature of meaning-making.  

The work presented here therefore also transforms our understanding of 

ƚƌĂŶƐůĂŶŐƵĂŐŝŶŐ ŝƚƐĞůĨ ďǇ ĞǆƉĂŶĚŝŶŐ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ŶŽƌŵĂůůǇ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚ ďǇ ͚ůŝŶŐƵŝƐƚŝĐ 
ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ͛ ŝŶ  descriptions of translanguaging   (Otheguy, Garcia, & Reid, 2015) and 



ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇƐ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞǇ ŵĂǇ ďĞ ͚ĐŽŵďŝŶĞĚ͛ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐ ;‘ŚǇŵĞƐ͕ ϮϬϭϰͿ͘ TŚĞ 
examination of signed, gestured and spoken language interaction in multimodal 

(simultaneous) configurations explored in this issue provides the opportunity to 

observe communication between individuals with semiotic repertoires that do not 

show significant overlap, including between individuals who do not share the same 

ƉƌŝŵĂƌǇ ͚ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐ͕͛ Žƌ ͚ĐŽĚĞƐ͕͛ Žƌ ͚ŵŽĚĂůŝƚŝĞƐ͛͘ TŚŝƐ ĞǆĂŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ ĞŶƌŝches concepts 

of translanguaging by extending our inventories of the semiotic resources that 

people use to communicate, offering a more sophisticated understanding of the 

relationship across and between modalities and shedding new light into the 

processes, dynamics and principles of co-constructed meaning  in communication 

ďĞǇŽŶĚ ƚŚĞ ďŽƵŶĚĂƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ ĐŽĚŝĨŝĞĚ ͚ŵŽĚĂůŝƚŝĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐ͛͘ 
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