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Donna Jo Napoli studied at Harvard University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, then taught linguistics at Smith College, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Georgetown University, and the University of Michigan before coming to Swarthmore College (near Philadelphia).
Her research for the first half of her career was primarily on the syntax of spoken languages.  For the past two decades she has devoted her attention to sign languages.  Her focus is largely on modality effects, including how biomechanics affects the lexicon and enlightens us about diachronic change.  (https://www.swarthmore.edu/donna-jo-napoli)
She is committed to promoting literacy among children, hearing and deaf.  She is part of a team that advocates for the language rights of deaf children and she is co-director of RISE, a project that produces video-books to promote shared reading activities between parents and their deaf children (riseebooks.wixsite.com/access).  She writes literature for children of all ages (donnajonapoli.com/).  Since fall 2020, she has served as a writing workshop leader for a United Nations Generation Equality project run by the UN Women Europe and Central Asia Regional Office.  
She was a Long Room Hub Fellow at Trinity College Dublin in 2012 and will be again in 2022, She served as a Fulbright Specialist at the Universiteit Göttingen in Germany in 2018. She was a Leverhulme Visiting Professor at University of Newcastle, UK, in 2010.  She has been a research scholar or visiting professor at many places, including the Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina in Brazil, the New York- St. Petersburg Institute of Linguistics, Cognition and Culture in Russia, Capital Normal U. in Beijing, U. of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, U. of Geneva, and U. of Queensland as the S. W. Brooks Visiting Lecturer.  She’s also lectured and given workshops as a fiction writer around the USA, India, Turkey, Italy, Germany, Japan, Taiwan, Thailand, and Iran.
She’s a fellow of the Linguistic Society of America, and has won their Mentoring Award and their Linguistics, Language, and the Public Award.  She was a Fulbright Scholar in Siena in 2014-2015. She has received grants and fellowships from the Mellon Foundation, the National Endowment for the Humanities, the National Science Foundation, the Sloan Foundation, and the Nederlandse Organisatie voor Zuiverwetenschappelijk Onderzoek.
She has authored, coauthored, edited, or coedited 18 books in linguistics, and 116 articles. She has organized national and international conferences and symposia, including for the American Association for the Advancement of Science.  She has given dozens of presentations, many as keynote speaker. She has served on the editorial board of several journals and regularly referees articles for linguistics, cognitive science, and medical journals and reviews grant proposals for national funding organizations and abstracts for national and international conferences.  She’s served on dissertation committees in Italy, Spain and Brazil.
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