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‘The Parameters of Sign Ianguage Defined: .

' Translation and Definition Rules

- Robert J. Hoffmeister, Donald F. Moores, and Ruth L. Ellenberger

‘University of Minnesota

Researche;s analyziﬁg the sign systems of deaf individuals

generally have translated signs into a spoken language for analysis

(Tervoort & Verbeck, 1967; Bellugi, 1972; Schlesinget & Meadow,

o

1972). Winslow states (1973, p. 30) that many iese7{chérs "haye

managéa‘tg present their data in writ{en form, but for the mést
- - - A . -\

‘part neglected to maké their transcription rules explicit." The

present péper provides guidelines for transcribing sign language

using English glosses. .

Certain terms and measures used in the description of spoken
languages may be useful in describing sign language and its atquisi-~
tion. The present paper, which emerges from a stuay éf*sign

lafguage acquisition by deaf children of deaf parents, alsc sets

. Q> ’ v
forth definitions and conventions which make it possible. té’apply

-‘ v
" these terms to sign language. . 9/’/

.

American Sign Language, the sign lahguage used by the American

deaf, is not a single, clearly defined language.’ Rather, the term

encompasses a wide range of dialectal and idiolectal variants,

s

digféring in such factors as formality andfdegree gf influence from

English but united by a common "phonology" (éherology) and a large

shared lexicon, and presumabllyy by syntactic factors as well., 1In

1
\

this paper, the term "sign language" includes the full range of
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dialectal variants. If a given statement is not applicable to
N LAY v,
Sign language-as it is used by the majority of deaf Americans, this

¢

.is so indicaﬁed. v
i

Early studies of language acou151tlon analyzed Chlld language

in terms of the adult model (Slobin, 1971) Berko's (1958) study

\

Drov1ded a yiable alternatlve to this approach.; She found that

children abstracted rules from adult models but appliéd them

did no; produce.
The first words produced by children were found to be nouns,

verds, and adjectiv®s that make reference, compris ngga.géneral or

"open" class of words. Theories emerged which postylated that chil-

dren's earliest two-word utterances result from a ru imentaryksyntax

which involves the combination of members of a small set of restricted
. ' ' ) ’ ‘
or "pivot" words with words from the larger, more varied "open" set

Y

(Braine, 1963; McNeill, 1966). Bloom (1970), among othiers, has
‘ .

demonstrated in recent years the inadequacy of the pivoﬁrbpen abproach.
. N \

\
She showed that chilg language involves fore than simply the co-occur~

&

.rence of words on a syntactical level.. The child's producdtion of !

.

identical springs of words with different meanings in different

s

r
contexts indidhtes that children hawe an 1n31ght into some of the |
semantic subtletles of word combinations. Analysis of childien's - ‘
/ Al
1anguage has now inqorporated investigation of both semantics an§ .

syntax into a more complete descrlntlon of language acqulsltloh

deallng w1th the semantlc relationships between words -in a Chll%

.

-
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utterances as well as the overt syntﬁgtic structure of the utterances
(Bloom, 1971; Schlesinger, I. M., 19Tla;sBrown, 1973). -

It has beeﬁ’theorized that there is an innate, universal capacity
for language development (Lenneberg, 1967; McNeill, 1970) which‘éoverns ‘

the processes by which language is acquired. Thus, all children learning

—

language progress through fairly predictable stages which seem t6 be
} . similar for all children and for all languages (Brown, 1973, p. 59).

The child, through interaction with adult language models, abstracts °

the general principles needed for production and comprehension of the

language of the community. The child's interaction involves the imita-

tion dnd reduction of adult utterances and the production of new

utterancés according to the rules he has abstracted. The adult gften

-
L

presents expanded versions of the child's utterances. .The child ‘ . »

} refines his unconscious linguistic rules, increasing their domplexity, -- .
. ; K
until, by age four, he knows most of the "essential patterns BT verbal

} . interaction” (Vetter & Howard,.1971) of his society. Attainment of

°

adult lanéuage is said to.be complete by puberty (Lenneberg, 1967).

It ‘appears 3p£t any normal child can learn any language if raised in R .

the appropriate-linguistic environment.

.

-]

Review of the Literature - .

’ In late 1970, when this study began, there were, to the author's

) 2

knowledge, no linguistic investigations of the sign language of deaf

’ . « children of deaf parents in progress. ‘Investigatffons of sign larguage

previous to this tjme have been concerned with comparing the educational T

. . achievement of children who used signs with that of those who did not. \\ R

e

.
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These investigations were usuallyvlimbtéd to older deaf chil@ren,
and the analysis of language was ba;ed on samples written by the
" children (Quigldy & Yrisina, 1961; Stuckless & Birch, 1966).
Bla?ton, Odom and Mcfntyre's later study (1971) was experimental -
in nature and produced results not in terms of linguistic analysis,
but in terms of language processing.’ They determ'ned’that the deaf

A

showed better reading retention yith material written in sign *
language go;d order than with material in conventional Enélish 2
word order, although they did not describe "sigp order."

_—— Stokoe (1960) first directed attehtion to the llngulstlc
structure of American Slgn Language (ASL). In Stokoe's analy51s

sign lanvuage was reduced .to eI%ments (called cheremes) paralleling

the basic phonetic unlts (phonemes) of vocal languages. Just as

N
- \ v

any spo%en word can be described in terms of its constituent phonemes, :ﬂ
any sign can be described in terms of its component cheremes. There
are three categories of cheremes: tabula (abbreviated Egg); or

_: 'hand position”#n sﬁace; designator jégg),»or‘hand conftguration; and ‘ </

\ — A
signation (sig), or hand movement (Stokoe, Casterline, & CrongBé§§q

1965). A sign gTDS) can be described by stating its tab (T), dez (D), -

. v

and sig (s) gheremes. A change 'in one or more of these three cheremic

LI - .~

dimehsions changes the sign. This system of analysis allows the
language of signs to be transcribed tarough ‘the use of a symbol for
each possible tab, dez, or sig.

’

Much new information about sign language has resulted from recent

studies. Stokgé,has produced a number of artlcles descrlblng the s
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sign order and structure used by deaf adults (Stokoe, 1969-70,”1970).

McCall (1965), noting that the sample of sign language she analyzed

contained many repeated structures, concluded that sign lénguage does /

indeed have its own synta& and rules ﬁhich‘govern its production.,

.. . (
This is in agreement with Stokoe's assertion that sign language is

a language in }ts own right (Stokoe, 1971). .
'In a comparison of’sign and speecﬁ; Bellugi (1972) noted that
aithough an iﬁaividual needéﬁ the same amount of time to convey a
given message in either speech or sign, the signed vers?on contained
fewér words (signs). She concl;ded that: alﬁhough sign language
lacks many of the syntactical markers of English, it conveys the
necessary informetion by other means (Bellugi, 1972: Bellugi & °*
Fischer, 1972). In another s.tqu (Bellugi & Siple, 1971) signs

-
were presented serially with no contextual cues. It was found that

in‘fhis short-term memory task, deaf individuals remembered signs

according to the dimensions described by Stokpwe (tab, dez, sig).

-

This memory coding seemed~to be comparable to that ed by hearing

people recalling words in similar context-free, short-term memory

@

tasks. Whén hearing subjects were—&ask to listén to a teped list
H e
of words and then to recite the list as t ey recalled it, t most

common errors involved additions, deletiong,‘or substitutions a

the phonemic level (ile., meéns for beans, coat for coke, etc.).

Similarly, when deaf subjects were asked to watch a f;lmed series

of unrelated signs and then to repeat the list, errors were
¢ -

[ . /
. '
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generally cheremic. For.instance,“one subject recaf??d "tea" when .

"vote" hud been uigned; these signs have the same tabland dez but

have different sigs. This suggesfs that, for rote sho*t—term recall
|
tasks, both speech and sign are coded accordi g to comparable

g I

structural constituents, phonemes and che erfes ., | -
In addition to their study of adults' use of sign/language,

which has included the exploration of sign verbs anq/éf tense and

’ N -

aspect in sign (Frishberg, 1972; Fischer & Gough, 1971), Bellugi and
her associates began an investigation of the sign language of dgaf
children of deaf parents. Preliminary .reports have been completed
on the development of questions‘gnd negation (Lacy, 1972 a,b).
Finally, Schlesinger (1971b) concluded that Israeli sign
langhiage has no agreed~upon structure among different signers.,

.

However, Bonvillian and Charrow (1972) question the results of this
study. Since many Israeli signérs have recently come from other
countries, "Ibrgeli sign language" is probably not yet a unified

language system. @

° Procedure é?

The procedures followed in this study were modifications of
. . A

' those of Brown and Fraser (1963). Equipmeht consisted Sf a Sony
3400 pé;:able videotape recorder to film the v{sual.language. The
setting wqé always in'the child's heme. It was restricted to one
area of the house beifg visited, due to lighting conditions and
the‘weight b the machinery. 'The authors concur with Brown and

Fraser's (1963) statement that ﬁg; confined space did not restriq%

-

a ° .

{n
H
, . 1.
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col}ectionaof sample utterances, ¢

| +

Either the mother or one of the investigators acted as a
playmate for the child. Data was gathered through observation of
the linguistic interactions of adult and child.

In order to be included in the study, a child had to have an

L1

average loss of at least 70 db ISO in the better ear. These chil-

L4

dren would be unlikely to rely primarily on audition for communication.
The parents had to be deaf or hard of hearing. Communication between

parent and child had to e through sign language, or sign language ¢

plus speech. Using these criteria, éen deaf children of deaf.parents
. were identified. For more complete information on procedures and in—
formation obtained, the reader is referred to Hoffmeister, Moores ,

and Best (1974). ' . '

Definition and Translation Rules ‘ -

v

Analysis of sign language data presents g unique problen,

S@gn,laﬁéﬁéée has no written form and cannot be transcribed using

- [

1
conventional phonological approaches. Since Stokoe's sign tran- ’

scription system is cumbersome, each sign was translated into its

closest English equivalent. The same English gloss was used‘for‘
- - *
all occurrences of any given sign. The English .gloss is merely a

symbol for the sign; the sign is generally neither syntactically
nor semantically equivalent to its English gloss, -~

(\ ' Exact translation was seldom possible. Therefore, the .

rules described in this“paper were developed &o Tagilitate inter-~

"'\“"p.

R ” 3

o

/ ~ | ™

o pretation and analysis of the data.

K21 N




Two 1evels€?f rules are involved in this %Palysis of sign

LN

'-Vi:language. The first level, the definition rules (DR), deal with
. 1 n \

~ ¢

.

definitions of terms useq in the analysis and their relation to:

-

terms ufed in other language develapment studies. Within the
framéwork established by the DR, the second level, the translation
) Y e

rules (TR), establish principles for 1) transcribing sign language
using English glosses and 2) counting morpheme units in sign lan-

ge. This makes possible th§ calculation of mean length of . -
e I
utteranges (MLU), range count, and upper bound (Brown, 1973).
- + . i

+

- These rules constitute a preliminary e ort to describe‘sigh\lan—

. ’ .
guage, They shouﬁa not be ré&arded as itggr’agfinitiye or .

exhaustive. ° | |

o, Basié‘Components of\Sigﬁ Language
) , ‘),. e .
. AN

Signs.and Sign Units RN . et .. .
V4 [

In spoken language;?angrQPémq~is conéidgred_to be the "minimal

. R . 6 . ' ! !

, 'uni%;of yntax in a language, a unit from-which words are formed"
" N é’%}:@?' '\ . . . . .
(Pa3k, 1973, p. 26). Moyphemes are the smallest linguistic units

.
3

which carry meaning. .
-~ ;

v Thefsmallestides ntﬁgbleguq{:s_of sign laﬁéuage are the cheremes,

TN '

/ describe? above. However, like phonemes, they are nonmeaningful
]uﬁits. | T

e

. DR A: : The minimal”ﬁeaningful unit of sign l8nguage is the-’a'
. : £
unit, defined as the smallest meaningful co-occurrence -
EY B .

, o . . .
L . (1D%) of;:7b (T), dez (D), and. sig (s) cheremes. (A few

bounid sigf units consist of a single thereme each [see

~
A

.
. - ) ~ . .
. »
- ~ ‘. .
. ' .
. .
.

’

[Ty

s
i
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, 5 Compound and Complex Signs].) A change'in any constituent

, . more detfailed explenation.)

DR B: A sign unit is equivalent to a morpheme.

In the following exémples, X, Y, and Z will represent

-

- sign units.

: " K

DR ¢: A sign is a symbol composed of one or more sign units.
. . In the following examples, A, B, and C will represent

\1 s1gns.

TR 1: In calculating MLU, range count, and upper bbund,

each sign unit wil® be counted as one sign unit

(morpheme). (Exceptions.are described in the

. - appropriate translation rules.)

. g”“ TR 2: In calculating MLU, range courft, arld upper bound
)

\ ’ for children, only one performance of a .

\ ‘ sign will be included if the sign is repeated

without’ interruption or change of addressee.

q” ‘ A+'A=1 sign : : 4

Sign units are then counted according to TR 1.

»

12

NOTE: 1In adult sigﬁ'language, repetition of a sign is often meaningful .

Pischer & Gough, 1971). TR 2 was developed because children acquiring
Y = ’ . )

sign language often f;pe%t signs without apparent significance. It is
§- : g
frequently impossible to detéré;;e whether or not the repetition_is

-

~

meanfng{ulf

-
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TR 3: If two perfqrmance54bf a sign are separated by a

s

. -

or utterance boundary, (see DR Q), each performance
will be included in calculating MLU, range count,

4, &and upper bound.

~

(f ] representé a ghange of addressee, inter-

ruption, or utterance boundary.)

. \ A+[ ] + A= tvwo signs S

M+ B+ A= three signs ,

Skgns units are then: counted according to TR 1. ' If
‘ . the sign is performed more than once either before
ér after the change of addressee, different sign,
interruption, or utterance boundary, TR 2 app;ies.-
A+A+[']+A+A=twosi’gns \
A+A+B+A+A =_t£ree signsA

\

Fingerspelling (Dactylology) - ) : ,

The manual alphabet (fingerspelling) is a set of "digital symbols

-
.

which stand in a oge to one relationship with the letters of the English
alphabet" (Stokoe, 1960, p. 33). This alphabet is generally used as
a‘supplement to morphemic signs. Common two- and three-letter words,
proper names, EnglisH words for which no sign exists, or words for

which two signers have no common sign may be fingersbelled. In addition,

many signs have as their dez one of the manuél alphabet hand shapes.

For example, name gigns for familiar people ofteh involve touching the

' \

change of addressge, different sign, interruption, e




{
\ | - o
.. oo SR
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<, ‘ \

alphabetic hdnd shape for that person'§ initial to sqﬁe part ?f the
face or upper;@%@yf’ﬂSﬁch a sign is not recognized throughoutlthe

t

deaf community but has meaning within a fanily or a'group of acquaint-

’

ances, . ‘ ) ‘ / S
DR D: Fingerspelling is‘the one to'one correspgndence of a digital
- Symbol'to a letter of the English alphébet or the ampersand. °
- TR h:';Fingerspelling
A. ?ﬁngerspelling will e transcribed with hypheﬁs
between the letters, e.g;, s=w-i-n-g. Each com-
plete finge;spelled morpheme of English will be
counted as one sign unit. A fingerspelled mor- -
pheme will .be regarded as complete, even if ;n— \
correctdly or incompletely spelled, if the in-
tended morpheme can-be determiﬁed without ambiguity.
Isolaféd finger;pelled letters withoﬁt apparent
* meaning will not ée coﬁnteé in calculating MLU,
rahge count, énd,upper bound. . f'
) * - T \ A
SeW=1i-n-g =,one‘sign unit
c-a~t-s = two sién units
B.' The fingerspelled.é, useé as an article, will be

counted as one sign unit.

a + dog = two sign units

.

TR 5: Proper Names
. 7

Proper names are offen signed by touching the hand

configuration for the first letter of the name to some




)

‘g\\ part of the upper body. Fingerspelled letters
‘ . : indicating proper names will be transcribed in
capitals. A proper name will be counted as one ’
v éign unit.
J (John,) = one sign unit
\ . J S (Johi Smith) = two %ign hnits
| .NOTE: Words in Rare;thgses are interpretationg

g og the gloss.

-

°
Numbers * .

Numbers are similar to fingerspelling in that there is a one to ’ ’

one correspondence between the §ign on the hand and the number intended. ’

. ~ Children somgtimes learn number’ sequences Sy rote memorization,
. §ithout understanding the number concepts. When a_number.sequence is
( ) . produced by a young chiid, it is often impossible to det;fmine whethe;
f v the child knows the underlying concepts or not. " v
2 TR 6: Numbe#é \ ) _
i o - i . h 8 . : N
A. Tﬂe signs for numbers from zero to ten and for. '
¢ . t&énty will each be counted as one sign unit: .
\ 1 i Numbers above ten, exceptitwenty, will fqllow
‘ ‘ the conventions for compound signs, ”~(See
| “ DR G, TR 13)

3 = one sign unit ) ’
¥

B. 'The pérformance of a sequénce of numbers =

. . €.8y, 1~2-3-b, etc. - will be transcribed with

Iy I3

hyphens between the numbers and will be counted

i




-
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' ; . as one sign unit unless there is evidence (see
bélow, TR 6C) that the child is using the numbers

meaningfullyof/(This is an e§ception to TR 6A.)

-

1-2-3-4~5 = one sign unit

. . .
) For an adult, each number of {he sequence will
. /o !
. be considered one sign. ;
S . ¢ - - ’// <.
' 1 C. If the child iijpounting/specific objects or

gives other indications that the counting is
- t not rote, each number will be considered one
sign. . . :

Pointing (Indexic Reference)

The following rules. are intended to differentiate among the

various uses of pointing. The pointfhg action appears” to be used

]

' with diffqgential meaning (Hoffmeister & Moore§, 1973). These meanings

~

{ .
itnclude a proximal-distal distinction (specific reference ané location)s

e

singul;rity; plurality and ébnjunction (by multiple pointing); and

~ “
‘personal and demonstrative pronouns. Multiple pointing directed.
towarﬁ'a graup of objects pay indicate p%urality. Pointing consecu-
tively:at different objec%s may denote conjunction.
'TR ;} Poin?ing . \ ‘"
A. Any pointing action, single or reﬁeated, toward
- a single object is counted as one sign unit.

\ - Any multiple pointing action toward a group of

» objects is counted as two signh units. (Note:

4 !

- . This is an exception to TR 2.) Each individual

’ " .
, .
R | .

a6

o~
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pointing action consecutively presented, when
directed at different objJects not in a‘group,
. * rinneron is counted as 6nevsign1unit.'
'y . pt. (book) = one sign unit

pt. pt. (book) = one sign unit

pt. pt. pt. (group of objects) = tﬁé sign units

pt. (cat) + pt. (dqg) = two sign units

NOTE: TR 3 applies when pointing is interrupted., .

~ B. Pointing actions when addressed to persons within
i} -~ . .
the immediafe-environment are considered to be
1
o personal pronouns. These pointing actions follow

[}

, , TR 7A.
;o : pt. (me) = one sign unit,

., ¢ ‘ pt. pt. (me) = one sign unit. .

..‘k" R , “
“Interjection "oh" -’

- o - .
I The interjection glossed as "oh" is semantically quite different )

from its closest English equivalent. The sign usually means "Oh, I )
understand" or "Oh, is that 59"; it seldom functions as a semantically ——

.neutral filler.

TR 8: Interjection » :
' B ‘ : N
s ' . .
fhe interjection sign glossed as "oh! will be counted
T “ as ome sign unit. ' ' \

i
Al

Simultaneous Signsg -

)

+ * ¢

In the langusge of signs,ithe sender can indicate two morphemes

—

at the same time. .One "sign may befgiven on the left hand while a --

ALY
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different sign is given on the right hand. (See also TR 11.)
. ’ “’\ .

i TR 9: Simultaneous use ofusiéns

L
. N .
) ' * A, When one'sign occurs on one hand and a different

-~

- sign occurs on the other, they are considered

. ‘ LI
. s . to be two separate simultaneous signs. These wi%ﬁ

@
be transcribed as folloys: r

A = .two signs > (0
B g &
’ G
cat . *
—— = two signs
. p-t. . ) ° s -

!

. B. TR 1 and TR 2 apply to repetitions of simultaneous
w , ‘ :

\

sign combinations.

- cat | cat = fwo signs
. e pt. pt.

-

TR 2 and TR 3 do not apply to a simultaneous sign

¢

¢

. combination which precedes or follows a performance

L] -

of one of thé component signs:

) T cat-i%%- = three signs ', . !

- ) - ®

Multiple-Gloss Signs ] oo "
TR 10: "Multiple-gloss signs . _— T ?
» ' Y a by
’ When g sign having several possible distinetly different
. o NN . .
Engx}sh glosses is used, all the possible glossSes
. x;“ . £ { - & g
shgll:be listed in braces i } and considered one sign.
» , .. . - L] B
[bed [ _ . :
o | = one sign *
L . | Sleep |

/ -

l Negation and Affirmation

Negation in sign language can bé‘indicated in several ways:- By a

-




lia L g . ' . "‘]6
simple’ shaking of the’'head to indicate "no," by fingerspelling, or
by signs glossed §so"ﬁo,"'"don;t," "can't," "not," etc.

The negative head shake (ﬁoN) may be the only negative sign in®
an uttera?ee, or it may occur along with other negative éignf. ‘It
may precede or fgllow the utterance it negates, or it may occur
51multaq»ously with all or part of that utterance.

“ There are several affirmative 51gns having different glosses in <
Engllsh ("yes," "OK," "true," etc¥) wblch may affirm the utterance much
as negative signs negate it. The "yes" nod (yeSN); like noN, can

appear in various positions in the utterance, with or without other

afifirmative signs, and may be performed simultaneously with other

iy s
sign units. Thérefore, the same conventions will apply to the
counting of negative and affirmative signs. s
Affirmatives in sign have a number of other functions. For
example, the sign glossed "true," which éften functions as an affir-
- \ .
mative, acts as the equivalent of "there is" in an existential sense. .
TR 11: NoN and YesN
N N .
A. Yes and no will each be counted as one sign
. Tﬂ .t '. . »~ N
unit. 1S 1s an exception to DR A in that yes
- and noN are head movements, not manual signs,
and so are not composed of tab, dez, and %sign"
’ cheremes. -
A ~

N . .
yes = one sign unit ‘

N . .
no = one sign unit

. >
. A

S I o N N ‘ ot
- L. B. Yes and no are both frequently performed simul=—

taneously with other signs. Wheg this occurs,




, & o J '%7
' TR 8 applies. .
Egﬁ = two signs ) A
A gns . _
! i X%E— = two signs o

o ¢ ————

s
s

C. Some signs having negative meanings are glossed
")

— -y

with English contractions (can't, don't,.won't).

The: signs themselves are not contractions, but

A —

single sign units. P

can't = one sign unit

~ Py

won't =

one sign unit

Muitiple~-Word Glosses

‘0
A TR 12: When the gloss for one sign consists of more than

* one English word, that‘'gloss will be &nclosed by ,—

-—

quotation marks and will be considered one sign.

"turn around" = oné sign

Compound and Complex Signs
- -

. In spoken languages, a free morpheme is one which can occur alone. A .

bOund morpheme occurs only in comblnatlon with other morphemes.
LY

Sign language

has both free and bound sign units. : . -

\

. . . . . -
DR :E: A sign unit (e.g., dog, run) which gan occur in isolation is a

<

. free sign gnlt.

A sign composed of two or more free sign units is @ compound’ sign.

DR ‘F: A sign unit which occurs only in combination with, other sign units is
T a bound sign unit. A bound.gign unit may be compo;;a oE a s}ngle
' chereme. - _ )
Comp;und Signs ) ' ) i, ', .
DR G:

B . ’ .
. : 22 7~ 4 - "
€ . . - -
L] R -
.
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Many compound signs consist of the simple co-occurrence, in linear order,
of sigm units which’are meaningful in isolation. ® For example, the sign
glossed as "today" is a compound composed of the sign unit for "now" and
the sign unit for "day.h "Teacher" consists of the sign units "teach"

and "person." Other compounds Have undergone change tﬁrough cheremic
assimilation. Thus, in formal usage "brother" is a compound of the sign .’
units "boy" and ";ame." "Although the two sign units do not have the same
dez, in informal usage assimilation has occurred; and the first eléﬁgnt

of the compound has taken on the dez of the secon@ element.

] : TR 13: Followihg Brown (1973, p. 54, rule #5), any compound

n

3

sign will be couﬂted as one sign ﬁnit in calculating
MLU, range count, and upper bound for children..
. ' - - brother = one sign unit .
) rémembé; = one sign unit

teagher = one sign‘unit
In calculating MLU for aéults, each component sign Qnit

of a compound will be counted.

Bound Sifn Units and Complex Signs

.- Common bound sign/pﬁits include the eomparative and superlative

markers, which are/éig;ely equivalent to English -er and -est. These

.

. siegn units have/%ab, dez, and sig but are performed only in combination with
other sign ug{ts, A bound sign unit may, however, coﬂgist of a single -~

chereme. F?r example, past or future "time may be indicated by adding a sig

(motion to/ard the si%ner for past; motion away from the signer for future)

~

. to the sign for a unit of time (week, year,|etc.): "next week," "last year."

‘ v -
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Although a free sigh unit closely equivalent/éi ﬁnglish "not"
exists, certain sign verbs can be ;egated by th /addition of a sig
wnit which 1s semantically equivéi;nt to "not!

but formationall

unrelated. This sign unit (sig only) consifts of a pronating kotation

of the hand, sometimes accompanied by mo ion away from the signer, which

i

is added to or substituted for the sigf/of the stem sign. The following

verbs may be negated in this way: "know," "like," "want," and, according
to Woodward (1974), "have." ‘ {

Some of the bound morphemes of English (-ed, -ing, ~s,.-ment, etc.)
‘ e k)

may be represented in sign language %hfough fingerspelling or sign

DR

- - LY
units, many of them recent coinages. Mdst of these rfpresentations of

B .

English forms are not in frequent use by the Majoyity of deaf signers,

althoﬁgh they may be used by deaf individuals who are fluéht in English.

These formsfare commonly used in classes for the deaf and therefore )}

appear in the sign language of some of the children in this study. A
slgg consisting of a stem sign plus a finggrspelled or signeg rqﬁresen—
tatién of an English affix will be regarded as a complex sign (see -
DR K). |

DR H: The sigs "motion toward signew® and "motion away from signer"
(Stokoe et al., 1965) ma& bé added to sign units indicating
units of time (week, year, etc.) to sighify past dr future
time. When so used, these sigs will be considered bound sién
units. . ™

DR 1I: Certain verb sign units may be negated by the addition of the

sig "pronating rotation" (Stokoe et al., 1965). When so used,
1

25
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v . N ' ) 4
' this sig will be considered & bound sign unit.
‘ . ¢ .
NOTE: The addition of a .sig, as described in DR\H and DR I, may entail

-

changes in the sig of the base sign unit. - .

-
S

DR J: Any fingerspélled or signed representation of an English bound .
morpheme will be considered a boupd Eign unit.

2543§ir;§ﬁ§ign composed of free and bound sign units is a complex

N
@

signé .

TR 1h;"Folloﬁing Brown (1973, p. S5k, rule #8) each sign wnit,
}ree and bound, in a complex sign will be coﬁnted for
calculating MLU, range«couht,-and;upper bound for . -
children. ‘

stronger = two sign units,’f
dog -s = two sign ugits
"don't kno%" = two sign units

e ’

"next week" = two sign units

)

Embedded Sign Units

The sign units represgnting the numbers from 0 to 9 are atypical .

free sign units in that only their dez cheremes are significant. Their

L4

. tab is neutral (¢: "The space iniﬁrogf:of\iigngﬁ!§?bgg? where hand .

movement is easy and natural" Stokoe, 1960;\p. T1.) and the¥ have.no

sig (motion). 1In addition, there are tﬁoAbound sign units, the

3

reflexive and possessive pronoun inflections, which consist of dez

. e

only (A - dez and B - dez, respectively; see Stokoe et al., 1965).
N

In certain cases, a compound or complex sign may be formed by,

. VA T '

x ( '

substituting the'dez of a sign unit such as those described\tbove for




(X}

B : 21
the dez of gnothér sign unit. Thus, the compound "two “weeks" is

. . A '4
" formed by substituting the dez of the sign unit "two" for.the dez of

-

Mweek." The complex sign "my" results from the substitution of the
- .

dez indicating possessive meaning for the dez of the gpronoun "me"

, . A} 5
.~ (see TR 6B). In effect, one sign unit is, embedded within another. "

°

DR L: The dez B and A (see Stokoe et al., }965), when used to add
‘ ,h .

0

:

possessive and reflexive meaning, respectively, to pronouns,
- N » N -

\
’

will each be considered a bound sign unit.

DR M: For certain sign units, the dez is either thei? only chereme
or their only significant chereme.‘>If one of these sign unitéa

.

is substitutsﬁ for the dez of another sign unit, it is;éé%leda:

an embedded sign unit. An embedded ‘sign unit may be either
. . b ’
free (e.g., number sigrs) or bounds(e.g:, possessive and
W
reflexive markers).
>
DR N: A sign cgntaining an embedded free sign unit will be considered

H i I
a compound sign. Such a compound Will be@called a coulpoundE'

(compound with embedding).
.

TR 15: -A compoundE will be counted in accordance with TR 13.

N E.. A
An example of a compound  “is "two weeks." R

A sign contalning an embedded bound sign unit will be considered

8 complex sign. Such a complex sign will be called a comple}gE
4%§mplex with embedding). Lo

TR 16: ™A complexE will be counted in accordance with TR 1L’

Examples of complexE'éAinclude "my" and "myself."

"N
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| S . &
NOTE: A complex sign may have a_compound base. Th#s, the complex

sign "twqQ weeks ago" involves the™addition of the bound
\ ‘ morpheme "past"-(see DR G) to the compoundE "two weeks."

Certain verb sign units can, by modificatioh‘bf the sig, be

N

inflected for subﬁk&t and obJect (e.g., show can become I show you)
w r =

(Stokoe, et.al., 1965, p. 281) or<'can incorporate location (lodk

. \
can become look over there) (Fischer & Gough, 1971). This process,
3 " . . . [N

. P .

.which can create a full sentence from a single sign unit stem, is
% - . .

4, ' . .

not stxictly & morphological process but does involve both morpho-

- & 8 &
¥ o

logy and sytax. In this context, as Moores (1974) has pointed out,

) a young d%af child, operatiqg'with a single sign unit (e.g., show)

..
.

can communicate sophisticated syntactic and semantic relationships

1

(I sho ,» I show them, you show me, etc.).
= STOWenUl, 1 ze, €

\ : =
Howezgﬁ, in analyzing ‘a child's langéage, 1t is often extremély
dlfflcul etermine with confldenée whether such inf%ections and
1oc:f1V;s ag}ually are present in ; given utteranc;. If we were to
‘ follow . a. tendency toward "rich 1nteépr=tatlon there woulq be a

-

“

. danger of,;%adlng too mich into fhe children's utterances. 'If Wwe

P

were tgffgnore these constructions then iﬁportant elements of the

\
N g tene

2 . (
child!s communication’ system would be deemphasized. ¥

\__\
. . After serious één§1deratlon, and some very active disagreement,ﬁ \

thaﬁauthors decided to maintain their somewhat tenuoui commitment \*>

.

to the Law of Parsimony, pending more intensive study @f the question

of‘modification of verb g}gn units, which will be presented at .
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X

futhé; date. Therefore an occurrence of such a verb will be transcribed .

in accordance with TR 12 and will be counted as a single sign unit. -

* ~Notat®n of Diglossia : >

-

In many cases, two or more signs exist whiich are semantically

equivalent or nearly so. Often one sign.occurs in more formal sign

. A
dialects,and .another in less formal ones. ~

[ \
TR 17: 'If distinct formal and informal signs exist for a ‘
single meaning, the Eﬁglish gloss will be followed

’ .. by a.raised "F" or "I" to indicate which form is »
5 s .,

< used. If both forms are used in succession, eé&h :
will be ‘considered one sign. . NU¢

>
<

. I F . -

~ ., red + red = twg signs )

| ’“\ g + ~ ‘ N
i R _ N

' Informal Interrogatives

TR 18: The same TD® occurs in the informal sign units N

Tn and "where®." When the TD§ is
. . ". w

accompanied by side-to-side head or eye movements ,

glossed "what

: it will be glossed fwhgre;.f' When the TD° is not x

)
A A

) ‘ accompanied Ey'%he movements, it will be glossed .

. "what\." WhatI and whereI will each be counted as

o
N ’

one sign unit.’ - -,

whatI = one sign unit

I_

where” = one sign unit

NOTE: This is an exception to DR A in that criteria other than tab,

. i) . e 4
2 dez, and sig are used to define .the sign unit.

i ST

Nonstandard Constituents

s

s CT, , ) :
A TD cannot}be given for pantomime, as the movements involved in /-

1




oL
. N H
. Pantomime cannot be analyzed into cheremic components. Pantomime

\ . P ,

iherefore is not included in the.definitions of sign unit and sign

-

’ (DR 4, B, C). .
\ TR 19: Pantomime and Gestures'
| A. .Pantomime, which cagnof be broken down in£o
t . K . ‘ identifiable constituent sign ﬁn{ts, will not, ) ‘
be counted in the computati?n of MLU, range
' _ égunt, or upper bound. 2
- B. The boundary or disting%ionibétween a sign and
. . a éesture has not been clegily defined in any of
: the literature éo date.. If a gesture is seman-
- : ticélly unambiguous aﬁé can be transcribed/;; a
X L ‘ . single TD® ih Stokoe's not tion, it willvbe !
( . \\ counted‘as one sign unit.
v sh (quiet) = one sign unit /
N TR 20: Any nonstandard sign (other than a proper name) \
.o { created by a subject to indicate a reférent will
be considered one sign aﬁq trénscribed, underlined
o and placed‘in.duotation marks. A description of ’
the'sign will be given in the margin Sf the transcript. -
. " x" o= one sign : ' - >
NOTEE Such signs were prevalent ih the children's samplés. These may
\ Q%‘ﬁimilar to the sounds or nonst;;dard‘"woras" very young . )
;/// hearing children sometimes use to indicate familiar objects. ) \

”;

"
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* ‘ Utterance Boundaries A
/ . . \;"ﬂ' = v ’
The segmentation of sequences of signs- into utterances isZa -

difficult process. Clear-cut utterance boﬁndaries‘exist when long
pauses c[ attention devices (see TR 24) are used. However, often
the only indication of an utteranée boundary is a very brief pause
in which the signer's hands relax somewhat and often,drop ‘below
chest level, .
DR P: Utterances
An utterah:; is a set of consecuti#e'signs terminating with
a pause §hat is long enough to indicate completion or terminating
Qith an at{éntion.device (TR 23). . ‘
.TR 21: Utte?ance boundaries are indicated with a dash ;é

f

follows:
“X+Y+X-A+B+C--= two utterances;
TR 22: Repetition of sign sequences

*

. A. *When an utterance consists of one sign sequence &

which is repeated, only.the first occurrence of

s

the -sequence will be used in calculating MLU,
range count, and upper bound.

NOTE: This rule'only applies when the repetition or repetitions are
! 3

identical to the original sequence. This rule does not apply

when the phrase contains signs other than the repeated sequence.
- Aiﬁ B+ A+ B - =two signs/one utterance

e

= me + want + me + want - = two signs/one utterance

- A+ B+ A+B+Cx== five signs/one utterance

- me + vant + me + want + cookie~ =five signs/one utterance




NOTE:

v -, . % '
.. : . » -

-

-

B. If an utterance is repeated after interruption by

a pause, attention device, or other utterance, or
the a@dressee changes’, the repeatgd utterance will
~ be included in the calculééion of MLU, range éount,'

and upper bound.

-A+B+C-~ [ ] A +B+C-= six signs
An utterance repeated fOllowing-; pause or interruption may or
may not function as a new "sentence." Since the intention of
the signer (in this ca%e a child) cannot be definitely determined,
an identical utterance repetition after a pause or interruption

will be counted as a new utterance.' The repeated utterance may

- n - .

act to bring the receiver back to where the signer had been prior

4
~

;o the pause or iq;ernuption. ga

TR*23: Incomplete utterances
T Utterances containing one or more:gg%gteiligible signs
will not be counted,in calculating MLU, range count, -
or upper_bouné: 4 )

TR 24: Attention Devices: ,
Any attention-cal%ingnaevice will be tranécribed but
not counted as a sign unit. These deYices-;iae.; tappiﬁg,
someone's shoulder, banging on the floor, or waviné

arms--will be transcribed in square brackets.

[taps] = 0 sign.units

- N X
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.

Computational Definitions . -

Mean Length of Utterance (MLU)
The ,MLU is the average number of sign unité ber utterance.

"Start with the second page. of the transcription unless that

»

pege involves a recitation oﬁf%omg kind. In the latter case,
start with the first recitation—free,séietch" (Brown, 1973,

p. S54). The first 100 utterances which satisfy the preceding

b4

_translation rules are counted. Sign units are counted in accord-

affte with these rules.

/
Range Count

. 2

The range count follows the above rule for MLU "but is always
calculated for the tdtal transcription, rather than for le :
utterances" (Brown, 1973, p. 5k4).

Upper Bound . -

The longest utterance per transcription is considéred to'be

the upper bound (Brown, 1973, p. 5k). v’

>
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Summary ' . .

' Because the study of acquisition of sign language has been

. Y . . . :
undertaken only in recent years and because analysis of a visual- ’

. " s 2N
motor communication system presents to some exﬁént different problems

than analysis of an auditory-vocal one, sets of rules by which the

.
-authors are analyzing their data are preseﬂted. Two levels of rules,
involving various -aspects of éign-language structure, particularly ‘ ©
mérphplogy, ére outlined:
a) Definition Rules. These rules deal with definitions of A
terms used in the analysis and their relation to terms used
in other 1anguaée development studies.
b) Translation Rules. These rules establish principles for.
" transcribing sign language using Engiish glosEes aﬁd for_'
> counting morpheme units in sign 1angﬁage. . -
The rules, have provided a framework: for linguistic analysis in
- a project studying ;he acquisition of sign ;agguaée by deaf children /]

" of deaf parents. ‘It is within this framework that the results of the
project should be interpreted. The authors believe that such an a,
approach has facilibated comparison of sign language and spoken language

acquisition. If this also proves to be of velue to others involved

‘in the 1ingpiStic‘study of sign language, it will be an added benefit,
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