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Governments are being asked to purchase sign language AI before independent evidence, stan‐
dards, and accountability structures have matured. This article explains why procurement must
become a governance checkpoint.
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Governments are purchasing language access systems before the evidence base has
matured. This is a public accountability crisis in slow motion.

The Procurement Moment

Government agencies are being asked to make significant purchasing decisions about
sign language AI systems before the scientific evidence base has matured. This is not a
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Procurement conve‐
nience is not the same

question of whether the technology will eventually mature. It is a question of whether
current vendor claims are being treated as validated fact when they remain unverified
promise. The distinction matters, especially when public money and Deaf community
access are at stake.

Over the past eighteen months, accessibility officers, procurement teams, and IT de‐
partments across federal, state, and municipal governments have begun receiving
vendor pitches for sign language AI systems. These pitches emphasize innovation, effi‐
ciency, and inclusion. They promise to expand access at scale, reduce costs, and mo‐
dernize language services. The messaging is compelling, and it arrives at an institutio‐
nal moment when public sector budgets are constrained and accessibility mandates
are expanding. The question being asked by procurement officers is simple: "Why
wouldn't we adopt this?"

The answer is equally simple, but less frequently voiced: "Because we do not yet have
independent evidence that these systems work as claimed, and we have no agreed
standards for what 'working' means in the context of language access."

This is not a technical objection. It is a governance objection. It is the question of whe‐
ther public institutions should normalize purchasing decisions that lack the accounta‐
bility structures necessary to protect the people most affected by those decisions.

The Appeal of Technological Promise

Sign language AI is attractive to public institutions for reasons that are entirely ratio‐
nal within the logic of institutional procurement. The technology promises innovation
in a space where innovation has been episodically limited. It suggests scalability in
contexts where language services have historically required one-to-one human inter‐
preters. It offers cost efficiency in systems under budget pressure. It frames itself as
inclusion and empowerment, aligned with disability rights and accessibility mandates.

These are powerful procurement incentives. When an organization faces simultaneous
pressure to expand access, reduce costs, and adopt emerging technologies, a solution
that promises all three becomes difficult to refuse at the moment of the pitch.

However, procurement convenience is not the
same as civil rights compliance. Institutional
efficiency is not the same as linguistic validi‐
ty. Cost savings are not the same as communi‐
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as civil rights com‐
pliance.

ty safety. The appeal of technological promise
has repeatedly driven public sector adoption
of systems before their real-world effects have
been fully understood. In accessibility, this
pattern is especially dangerous because the people most likely to experience harm are
rarely the people deciding whether to adopt the technology.

The Evidentiary Scarcity Problem

Many sign language AI systems are promoted with claims about accessibility, linguis‐
tic competence, inclusion, language access, and Deaf empowerment. These are claims
that matter. They address real needs. But these claims are often not accompanied by
the evidence structures that would normally be required before a public institution
normalizes a system affecting fundamental aspects of people's lives.

Specifically, these systems are frequently promoted without:

independent evaluation by researchers outside the vendor organization;

transparent and publicly available datasets;

published error analysis that documents what the system fails to do and un‐
der what conditions;

real-world deployment evidence from sustained use in operational contexts;
or

community-informed risk assessment conducted with Deaf native signers
and the populations most dependent on language access.

This is not to say that all sign language AI vendors are making unfounded claims. It is
to say that even when claims are made in good faith, the absence of independent veri‐
fication means that institutional decisions are being made on the basis of persuasive
writing rather than scientific evidence. Those are not the same thing. Vendor demons‐
trations, testimonials from trial users, case studies, and marketing materials can all be
compelling and can all fall short of the evidence standard necessary for responsible
public procurement.

The gap is not trivial. It is the space between "this technology shows promise" and
"this technology is ready for public deployment." That space is where public policy
should insist on accountability.
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Why Sign Language AI Is Not Just Another Accessibility
Tool

Sign language is a full natural language, not a feature, caption layer, or customer ser‐
vice enhancement. It has complex phonological structure, syntactic rules, morphologi‐
cal processes, and pragmatic norms. It is the native language of Deaf communities
and the foundation of educational, professional, and civic participation for millions of
people globally.

This matters because errors in sign language AI can affect more than convenience.
They can affect comprehension of information that affects health, legal status, educa‐
tional access, employment eligibility, emergency response, and civic rights. A captio‐
ning system that occasionally misses dialogue is an accessibility feature with a known
limitation. A sign language system that occasionally misrepresents meaning is a po‐
tential vector for harm.

The error tolerance for sign language AI is consequently different from the error tole‐
rance for less linguistically fundamental technologies. A system that works correctly
95 percent of the time might be acceptable for a supplementary feature. It may not be
acceptable as the primary language access mechanism in a legal proceeding, medical
consultation, or educational setting. Public agencies need to understand not only what
a system does well, but what it does poorly and whether those failures can be tolerated
in the specific context where the system will be deployed.

Scientific Inquiry vs. Persuasive Writing

The distinction between scientific inquiry and persuasive writing is not academic. It is
a matter of public accountability.

Vendor decks, product demonstrations, testimonials, case studies, and marketing lan‐
guage serve important communicative functions. They tell coherent stories. They em‐
phasize benefits. They create momentum. But they are persuasive tools, not scientific
evidence. Scientific evidence is produced through processes designed to be inspected,
questioned, replicated, and challenged. It involves independent evaluation. It docu‐
ments uncertainty and failure modes, not just successes. It is subject to peer review
and public scrutiny.
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When public agencies make procurement decisions, they are implicitly deciding which
form of knowledge they trust. If they trust vendor persuasion more than independent
evidence, they are making a governance decision with consequences. They are saying
that institutional efficiency and innovation momentum are more important than inde‐
pendent verification of claims that affect public accountability.

This is not an argument against innovation. It is an argument for the discipline that
should accompany innovation in public institutions. Government procurement exists
to serve the public. It requires evidence, not just promise.

Procurement as a Governance Checkpoint

Procurement is one of the most important intervention points in technology gover‐
nance, and it is frequently treated as a transaction rather than a decision.

Once a system is purchased, integrated into institutional workflows, trained into staff
processes, and normalized as standard operating procedure, changing course becomes
difficult. The installed base creates inertia. The sunk costs create resistance to alterna‐
tives. The staff who have learned to work around the system's limitations develop wor‐
karounds rather than escalate problems. The system becomes infrastructure, and in‐
frastructure is hard to change.

This is why procurement must be treated as a governance checkpoint. It is the mo‐
ment where a public agency has leverage to demand accountability. It is the moment
when vendors are most responsive to requirements and most willing to demonstrate
evidence. It is the moment before the system becomes normalized and difficult to eva‐
luate critically.

Responsible procurement should therefore require independent evidence before
adoption, not require apologies after deployment. The question should not be "How
do we make this system work?" but rather "Do we have sufficient evidence that this
system is appropriate for this use case?" The burden of proof should rest with the ven‐
dor and the evidence, not with the institution and hope.
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What Responsible Evaluation Should Ask

Institutions approaching sign language AI procurement should ask clear, specific
questions before making purchasing decisions. These questions should focus on evi‐
dence, transparency, community engagement, risk assessment, and governance.

Who conducted the evaluation of this system, and were they independent of
the vendor?

What sign languages, dialects, registers, and user populations have been tes‐
ted, and what populations were excluded from testing?

Were Deaf native signers involved in evaluation, and in what capacity?

Have DeafBlind users, disabled users, and multiply marginalized users been
specifically tested?

What are the documented failure modes, and under what conditions does the
system perform poorly?

What happens in high-stakes contexts such as medical communication, legal
proceedings, or education?

Can the vendor articulate clearly what the system should not be used for, ba‐
sed on evidence?

Does the system disclose its own uncertainty, or does it present outputs with
false confidence?

Is there a human override or escalation process built into deployment?

Can the public agency audit system performance independently after pur‐
chase, or is performance evaluation limited to vendor-provided metrics?

These are not hostile questions. They are the questions that responsible institutions
should ask before making decisions that affect fundamental language access for Deaf
communities.

The Risk of Repeating the Hype Cycle

Public institutions have repeatedly adopted technologies before fully understanding
downstream effects. Voice recognition systems were normalized before error rates for
accented speech were fully documented. Predictive algorithms were deployed in cri‐
minal justice before bias in training data was systematically studied. Automated cap‐
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tioning systems were adopted before their limitations for complex dialogue and spe‐
cialized domains were mapped.

In accessibility specifically, this pattern is especially consequential. The people most
affected by accessibility technology decisions are rarely the people making those deci‐
sions. Procurement officers, IT directors, budget officers, and executives make the
purchasing call. Users from the affected community often discover the technology's li‐
mitations only after deployment, when the purchasing decision has already been lo‐
cked in and alternatives are no longer being considered.

The risk of repeating this cycle with sign language AI is real. The momentum is buil‐
ding. The vendor pitches are becoming more polished. The pressure to adopt is in‐
creasing. And the evidence base, while growing, is still not mature enough to support
the scale of deployment currently being proposed.

The Role of Independent Evaluation and Governance

Novara Consulting Group was founded to address a visible gap in procurement prac‐
tice. Public institutions lack a structured approach to evaluating sign language AI sys‐
tems before adoption, and that gap creates risk for both the institution and the com‐
munities most dependent on language access.

The Sign Language Access Trust (SLAT) Index is a governance-focused framework de‐
signed to help institutions ask better questions before purchasing sign language AI
systems. It is not a technical standard, and it is not a certification system. It is a struc‐
tured evaluation approach that focuses on evidence transparency, governance mecha‐
nisms, community engagement, linguistic risk assessment, deployment context, and
accountability structures.

SLAT assesses systems across ten governance domains:

THE TEN SLAT GOVERNANCE DOMAINS

product transparency, evaluation independence, dataset documentation, error
analysis, real-world validation, user engagement, deployment safeguards, esca‐
lation and override, performance monitoring, and community accountability
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For each domain, SLAT asks whether vendors can provide evidence that meets stan‐
dard criteria, or whether gaps remain unverified.

The goal is not to block innovation. It is to make sure that the questions being asked
before purchase are the right questions, and that the answers are being subjected to
independent scrutiny.

Evidence Before Adoption

The future of sign language AI should not be decided by marketing momentum alone.
If public agencies are going to purchase systems that mediate language access for Deaf
communities, they must demand independent evidence before adoption. That evi‐
dence should be inspected before commitment, not debated after deployment. The
question is not whether sign language AI is promising. The question is whether public
institutions are prepared to govern that promise responsibly.

The distinction between innovation and accountability is not a constraint on progress.
It is a prerequisite for progress that is safe. Public agencies that treat procurement as
a governance checkpoint, not a transaction, will find vendors and systems that are
willing to meet that standard. The ones that do will set a precedent for the field. The
ones that don't will bear the consequences.
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