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Abstract 

 

The dissertation assesses the communicative effectiveness of International Sign, a contact 

sign language phenomenon. The study responds to a void in empirical inquiry into this signed 

language contact variety. It analyzes expository conference lectures created by diverse Deaf, 

international signers. The research comprises two related studies. The first is a lexical 

frequency analysis of collected expository International Sign data created by deaf presenters. 

It identifies lexical signs, i.e., those recognizably sourced from several lexifier native sign 

languages such American Sign Language and Auslan (Australian Sign Language), or from 

known international sign vocabularies promoted by the World Federation of the Deaf and/or 

from their 1975 Unification of Signs Commission ñGestunoò initiative. The frequency study 

also identifies other sign types, such as partly-lexical signs (e.g., classifier or depicting signs, 

and indexing or pointing signs), and non-lexical signs (e.g., gestures and enactments). The 

distribution of all these sign types is compared to similar studies on native sign languages. 

High-frequency signs and depictions are identified for inclusion in comprehension testing in 

study two. The second study uses a subset of texts from the first study to assess the 

comprehension of International Sign by 32 deaf participants in 5 countries who use unrelated 

native sign languages. In order to conduct these tests a comprehension test is first created. 

Employing both quantitative and qualitative methods, the study determines which linguistic 

and non-linguistic factors are most strongly related to improved comprehension levels. 

Comprehension of expository International Sign is quite varied with comprehension 

demonstrably lower than that of similar texts presented to the test participants in their native 

sign language. Comprehension of text information is shown to be better at a general and 

global level rather than at a lower more specific level dealing with detailed information. 

Findings have implications for the effectiveness of International Sign as a ñsystem of 

universal accessò in the increasingly varied usage settings to which it has been recently 

recruited.  
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Annotation and Glossing Conventions 
 

 

Annotation Meaning 

GLOSS(x) An English word used to gloss a sign;  (x) 

indicates the origin of the sign; i.e. 

NOW(ASL), or HAVE(AUS) 

GLOSS(ASL) An English word used to gloss a sign of ASL 

origin. 

GLOSS(AUS) An English word used to gloss a sign of 

Auslan origin. 

GLOSS(WFD) An English word used to gloss a sign listed in 

WFD resources or established IS usage. 

GLOSS(GEST) An English word used to gloss a sign listed in 

the 1975 Gestuno glossary. 

GLOSS(UNKNOWN) An English word used to gloss a sign that is 

either not known or suspected originates from 

another SL. 

PT:PRO A sign that points to a referent, with additional 

notation of 1
st
, 2

nd
 or 3

rd
 person. i.e. PT:PRO1 

ñmeò, or ñIò, PT:PRO3 ñitò or óhimô, or óherô, 

etc.  Adding a PL indicates plurality, i.e. 

PT:PRO3-PL  to indicate ñthemò. Other points 

refer to previous referents or locations and 

these are glossed PT:DET (determiner), and 

PT:LOC (location) 

PT:POSS A sign that points to a possessor of a thing, and 

is additionally specified with (1), (2), (3) 

person singular (SG) or plural (PL), i.e., 

PT:POSS2(PL) to indicate ñ(all of) yoursò. 

DSL /S /M /H /G 

(HANDSHAPE):BRIEF-

DESCRIPTION-OF-MEANING-OF -

SIGN 

A sign that depicts the Location/Size-

shape/Movement or displacement/ 

Handling/Grounding of an entity.  e.g. DS= 

Depicting Sign,  M=Movement  or (DSM) 

FS:TOKYO A fingerspelled word 

NS:LONDON A name sign for a proper noun (person, place, 

etc.). 
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G(FORM):MEANING A type-like gesture that includes the handshape 

form and the meaning, e.g. G(5-UP):WELL, or 

G(1-SHAKE):NO-NO 

G:DESCRIPTION-OF-MEANING A gesture that conveys meaning within the 

utterance context, e.g. 

G:OH-WELL-SHRUG 

G(CA): MEANING A type-like gesture that is enacted, with facial 

and body postures that show constructed action 

or dialogue, e.g. G(CA):SURPRISED-

PERSON 

CA:ENTITY-ENACTED A constructed action (CA) or dialogue (CD) 

annotated on the CA tier, where the signerôs 

head and torso postures enact an entity; e.g. 

CA:NEGOTIATOR 

DS SEGMENT An IS segment selected for comprehension test 

and that includes one or more depicting signs. 

Table 1 Annotation Conventions 
2
 

 

 

 

English transcription  Meaning 

GLOSS A word in large capitals denotes an English gloss 

for a sign form. 

[MEANING] A small capitalized word in brackets denotes the 

meaning of a sign or utterance. 

PROGRESS-IS-FORWARD-MOVEMENT  A word in small capitals denotes a metaphor. 

|token space| An approximate location in signing space that is a 

placeholder ótokenô for a referent in signed 

discourse. 

F-I-N-G-E-R-S-P-E-L-L-I-N-G A fingerspelled word 

  

Table 2 Transcription conventions 

 

 

 

  

                                                      
2
Annotations of source IS presentation data were informed by the procedures used for annotating the 

Auslan Corpus, details for which are found in Johnston, 2014 Auslan Corpus Annotation Guidelines. 
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Abbreviation Meaning 

NSL(s) Native Signed language(s) 

SL(s) Signed Language(s) 

AlbSL Albanian Sign Language 

ASL American Sign Language 

Auslan Australian Sign Language 

BANZSL British, Australian and New Zealand Sign Language 

BSL British Sign Language 

CSL Chinese Sign Language 

CZSL Czech Sign Language 

DGS German Sign Language 

DSGS Swiss German Sign Language 

FinSL Finnish Sign Language 

HKSL  Hong Kong Sign Language 

HZJ 

IPSL 

ISL 

Croatian Sign Language 

Indo-Pakistani Sign Language 

Israeli Sign Language 

I rishSL Irish Sign Language 

JSL or NS Japanese Sign Language 

KAL 

KSL 

Kosovo Sign Language 

Kenyan Sign Language 

LIS Italian Sign Language 

LIBRAS  Brazilian Sign Language 

LSE 

LSF 

Spanish Sign Language  

French Sign Language 

LSM Mexican Sign Language 

LSQ 

NZSL 

NGT 

ÖGS 

RSL 

TSL 

TID  

Quebec Sign Language 

New Zealand Sign Language 

Sign Language of the Netherlands 

Austrian Sign Language 

Russian Sign Language 

Taiwan Sign Language 

Turkish Sign Language  

USL Ugandan Sign Language 

  

 

Table 3 Sign language abbreviations
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Chapter 1 Overview of the Study 
 

1.1 Introduction 

This thesis addresses several assumptions about a signed language contact 

phenomenon known as International Sign. International Sign (IS) is a term that has been used 

broadly to refer to the semiotic strategies employed by deaf 
3
 people to communicate with 

other deaf people who do not share the same conventional, natively-occurring signed 

language (SL). This dissertation focuses on one type of IS employed during presentations at 

international conferences, which will here be called expository IS. In particular, the 

comprehensibility of such texts among signers from different countries is examined.   

 The research herein examines a phenomenon that points to two seemingly 

incompatible streams of thought about language in the visual-gestural modality. On one hand, 

there is no singular, universal SL. On the other hand, it is suggested that there are unique 

qualities of SLs (SLs), whereby different SL users appear to understand one another readily. 

Spoken language users do not appear to have the same ease cross-linguistically. The 

laypersonôs belief that SLs are part of a unified system of universal gestures is debunked by 

evidence from more than four decades of research that documents and describes different SLs. 

  Linguistic inquiry reveals that the languages used by deaf people in their local 

communities are rich, distinctly different, and are mutually unintelligible from one another. 

Meanwhile, there is continued, increasing use of IS as a cross-linguistic communication 

system to meet the need for language access at conferences. IS also appears frequently on 

informational websites. Over time, it has grown customary for international conferences 

pertaining to Deaf people to institute language policies to include expository IS. Policies 

typically limit interpreting services to the conference host countryôs sign language, English, 

the host countryôs spoken/written language (if different than English), and International Sign. 

IS emergence is discussed further in §1.3. 

  SL linguists currently understand more about SLs used by deaf people in their unique 

communities in the world. It is known that many of them are distinct languages that share 

some similarities, given the visual-spatial modality and shared articulators of hands, arms, 

face, and torso. An online resource Ethnologue reports an estimated 130 different SLs 

                                                      
3
 Following convention in the sign language literature, the capitalised word óDeafô is used when 

referencing communities, languages, and the broad cultural-linguistic identity of members worldwide 

in the minority group of deaf SL users. The lower case term, ódeafô is used throughout in a general 

sense to refer to persons who do not hear, regardless of their identification with other deaf people, 

degree of audiological deafness, adherence to Deaf cultural norms, or fluency in their local SL. 
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observed in numerous world communities (Ethnologue website); while not all in this list have 

been verified empirically, many natively occurring and distinctly different SLs are 

linguistically explored and described in the literature (among many: Smith & Tang, 1979 for 

Taiwan Sign Language ðTSL; Deuchar, 1984; Woll & Sutton-Spence, 1999 for British Sign 

language ðBSL; Fu 1986 for Chinese Sign Language ðCSL; Stokoe 2005 (1960, 2005); 

Klima & Bellugi, 1979 for American Sign Language ðASL; Johnston, 1989, Johnston and 

Schembri, 2007 for Australian Sign Language ðAuslan; Woodward, 1991 for SL varieties in 

Costa Rica; Corazza, 1993 for Italian Sign Language ðLIS; Zeshan 2000 for Indo-Pakistani 

Sign Language ðIPSL; Boyes Braem,  2003-2005 for Swiss German Sign Language ð

DSGS). 

A discourse ensues within the SL literature, whereby SL universals are demonstrated 

within the modality as well as across modality. Although a relatively young field of linguistic 

inquiry, research on SLs gives material and opportunities to explore language and cognition. 

A case is made for a typology where visual-gestural language ought not be measured by 

traditional descriptions of spoken and written language (Slobin, 2005). Documented SLs are 

characterized as historically young compared to spoken languages, and the added differences 

in articulators and the perceptual system are also named as influential on the linguistic 

structures in SLs (Meier, 2002). In addition, the complex sociolinguistic situation of signing 

communities is posited to contributing to characteristics of SL grammars (Schembri, Cormier, 

Fenlon, & Johnston, 2013). Others have assessed SL structure vis-a-vis the structure of 

spoken and written languages, contributing to linguistic validity of SLs (e.g., Klima & 

Bellugi, 1979; Aronoff, Meir, & Sandler, 2005; Sandler & Lillo-Martin, 2006).  

 Although ease of understanding across SLs has yet to be proven, gestural roots, 

common grammatical and iconic features are given as the reasons behind these claims. The 

importance of a multi-modal approach in the study of languages can enlighten us to the way 

linguistic and gestural elements contribute to all languages. Significant to this study is recent 

evidence that both gesture and linguistic elements play complementary roles in the way SLs 

create meaning (Liddell, 2003; Schembri, 2001; de Beuzeville, Johnston & Schembri, 2009: 

Ferrara, 2012).  

Several characteristics of languages are relevant to the current study, with a few 

premises made at the outset. Firstly, it is generally acknowledged that SLs of the world are 

relatively young and less studied compared to spoken languages. Furthermore, contact effects 

between signed and spoken language users impact the development and change in all SLs. 

Lastly, as mentioned above, SLs rely on a variety of semiotic devices that are linguistic and 

gestural to create meaning. This is important to the current study given that very little is 
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known about the amount of gesture and linguistic material used to construct meaning in IS, 

particularly compared to native signed languages (NSLs)
4
. Very little is also known about the 

relationship between linguistic and gestural material and comprehension in IS.  

The linguistic status of IS is related to this investigation, but it is not a driving research 

question. Linguistic status of IS is a topic of varied opinion in the international Deaf 

community, and there are assumptions held about IS, that it is a singular ñthingò or an entity 

that can be described in ways that languages are described. However, there are likely several 

genres of IS depending on discourse context and people in the communicative mix. The main 

research question in this project is whether this form of IS ð expository lecture 

presentationð communicates information effectively to diverse audience members. Any 

comparison of IS to NSLs is limited to looking at how it conveys meaning compared to those 

linguistically described SLs, such as American Sign Language (ASL) or Australian Sign 

Language (Auslan). Weighing IS against conventional sign languages is meant to determine 

how IS performs as a communicative system when compared to these more established NSLs. 

The central focus of this dissertation is to assess comprehensibility of one type of sign 

language contact that is used in a formal register for expository presentations or lectures.  

Signers use resources from their own NSLs to communicate with foreign signers 

(Woll, 1990; Rosenstock, 2004). Linguistic and gestural elements from NSLs are observed in 

IS, as indicated in a small number of prior published studies (Rosenstock, 2004; Supalla & 

Webb, 1995; Locker-McKee & Napier, 2002). Because previous research suggests lexical 

signs, gestural elements and depicting signs
5
 to be important elements in meaning making in 

IS, one part of this study examined the frequency and distribution of these signs in expository 

IS. These elements were assumed to impact comprehension. Data from 13 conference 

presenters delivering information in expository IS was analyzed and applied to 

comprehension assessment across different signers.  

                                                      
4
 Fischer (1998) distinguished native sign languages from natural sign systems. A distinction is made 

here about native signed languages, which occur naturally and develop across generations. Natural 

sign systems are evolved systems deaf people use to communicate with hearing people. ñNaturalò is 

historically used in a semiotic sense and also signifies a highly iconic relationship between a spoken, 

written or gestural sign (symbol) and itôs referent (Fischer, 2002). Both are also distinct from artificial 

codes for SLs created for deaf education. Natural is also used in the literature to refer to spontaneously 

occurring and spreading community SLs (Bavelier, Newport & Supalla, 2003; Sandler & Lillo-Martin, 

2001). Throughout this dissertation I use the term ñnative signed languageò to refer to conventional, 

established community SLs, ie. JSL, BSL, etc.   
5
 Schembri (2003), following Liddell (2003), makes a case that that ñclassifierò may not be an 

applicable term for what Supalla (1986) and others have additionally referred to as ñclassifier 

structuresò or óverbs of location and motionò.  I adopt the term ñdepicting signò here going forward, 

unless citing others who specifically use other terms. 
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Deaf people have a long history with contact signing strategies across SLs, which are 

first documented in Europe (Moody, 2002). Language contact also often occurs between 

signed and spoken languages of deaf peopleôs surrounding communities (Lucas & Valli, 

1989, 1992). Deaf people demonstrate a regular reliance on IS as a contact strategy in 

relatively high-stakes international meetings, as evidenced by IS interpreting provision over 

several decades of international conferences of the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) and 

ongoing work of the European Union of the Deaf (EUD website)
6
.  

 IS has gained restrained acceptance to some degree as communicative access for 

audience members who do not have knowledge of the conference languages. At the same 

time, it directly conflicts with the aims of the international Deaf community (via WFD) 

towards sign language rights, recognition, and access  (Bergmann, 1990; Moody, 2007; Scott-

Gibson, 1994). A fundamental question that arises from the growing practice of using IS at 

international events is how well IS is understood by different signers. This question is the 

main focus of this dissertation as it assesses the comprehensibility of expository IS across SL 

users from different backgrounds. 

Before considering the contexts where IS is used, it is necessary to address problems 

with defining IS.  

1.2 Problems with defining International Sign  

Naïve questions are often posed to interpreters and deaf people about SLs being a 

globally universal type. The idea that visual-spatial languages can be simplified to a universal 

pidgin arises from a view of SLs as non-linguistic pantomimes. At the same, outsiders to deaf 

communities assume that SLs are a gestural form of the surrounding, local communityôs 

spoken language. Yet, it would be rare for a spoken language user to query the existence of or 

assert that there should be one universal contact spoken language.   

Contact languages are complex communication systems. Researchers of spoken 

language pidgins and contact varieties do not categorize all spoken language contact 

phenomena into a singular ñInternational Speech.ò However, one special case worth 

mentioning is the spoken and written system ñEsperanto,ò which is an example of an 

international, auxiliary contact language that has been in use by a small number of proponents 

since its creation by L. L. Zamenhof in 1887 (UEA, 2011; UNESCO, 2003). Esperanto is an 

artificial communication system, unlike modern day IS. However, some parallels can be seen 

in the early roots of IS. Although in modern times IS is evolving more naturally as a type of 

SL contact variety, efforts from the late 1950s through 1975 tried to address the limited 
                                                      
6
 Personal communication with Mark Wheatley, Executive Director of the EUD. September, 2011. 
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lexicon of what was an early international sign language pidgin
7
. Committees on 

standardization and planning created dictionaries for international signs or what was 

promoted as Gestuno: International sign language of the deaf (British Deaf Association 

(BDA), 1975; Supalla and Webb, 1995) 

The nomenclature ñInternational Signò is a popular descriptor of an assumed singular 

language-like variety, regardless of contexts and individuals or SLs involved in such contact 

at a given time. Laying clear boundaries around SL contact phenomena is imperative in 

research endeavors so that we move public discourse towards a more disciplined analysis of 

varied types of SL contact phenomena, of which expository, presentation style IS is one. 

Therefore, what people are calling ñISò requires clearer definition and description. Before 

undertaking empirical study, what is needed is a refined delineation regarding the parameters 

of IS phenomena. 

To date, a standard definition of IS has not been established in the literature. In 2007 

the WFD General Assembly came to an agreement to use the term ñInternational Signò or IS, 

rather than ñInternational Sign Language,ò stating the need for further research to justify its 

regard as a language (Mesch, 2010).   That same year, a WFD survey was conducted on the 

perspectives on and the definition of IS, which reported mixed assertions and opinions by 

laypersons, international deaf leaders, and several linguists. Conflicting claims and 

suggestions are noted, such as ñIt fulfills  all criteria of human language,ò ñ[its] temporary 

usage means the form of IS is too variable or unpredictable to be named ña languageò in the 

sense of a conventional system,ò ñIt has a sufficiently high level of conventionalization [é.] 

lower than in national sign languages; but higher than in other kinds of cross-sign 

communication,ò and ñIt is a form of contact signingò (Mesch, 2010:6). The report also notes 

a disagreement with characterizing IS as a pidgin or creole
8
 language, given IS ñexpandedò 

grammar, simple lexicon, and lack of generational transmission. It is also suggested that there 

are two types of communication: conventionalized IS and informal communication between 

the users of national SLs (p.13). The WFD website posts this publication about what IS is and 

it clearly characterizes the lack of consensus about IS and demonstrates the need for more 

empirical investigations.  

                                                      
7
 A pidgin is characterized as a simplified communication system resulting from contact between 

interlocutors who do not share the same language (Winford, 2001). The topic of pidgins and other 

contact phenomena is discussed in §2.2.  
8
 A creole language is typically characterized as a pidgin that has expanded over a generation and 

structurally developed via nativization (native speakers of the pidgin), however the boundaries of 

Creoles, their emergence, and difference from expanded pidgins is a topic of debate in the contact 

language literature (See Mufwene, 2007, 2008). 
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 Supalla defines IS as ña contact language arising whenever 2 or more deaf people 

meet and communicateò (2008a:1), and suggests that IS used in regular meetings of the WFD 

is a ñstandardized variety of pidgin languageò (p. 2). The recent WFD survey report 

mentioned above makes a distinction between two types of IS communication (Mesch, 2010). 

The first is an informal ad-hoc signing method between people who do not necessarily know 

each otherôs SLs. The second is a conventionalized form of IS by groups of signers. In this 

study I focus on the latter type, and even more specifically, on group communications that are 

in the form of presentations seen at global deaf conferences and meetings. 

Discourse context cannot be neglected in a discussion about IS contact. Meanings are 

always produced and understood within subjective contexts and usage events (Langacker, 

1987; Janzen, 2014, among many others). Therefore for this research, boundaries are drawn 

around a specific discourse genre of IS, described, and tested. The type of IS that will be 

examined in this dissertation is expository IS, which is used for uni-directional address by 

presenters and interpreters at global deaf conferences and meetings where large and small 

groups of mixed SL users convene. All references to IS forthwith refer to this contact variety 

of international contact signing.  

This study establishes the working definition of IS as contact language between more 

than two different SL users that occurs in the form of expository, formal discourses. 

Expository IS is created by deaf presenters and interpreters who are tasked with rendering a 

mixed, SL system to a diverse SL-using audience rather than communicating with an 

established NSL. 

1.3 The emergence of IS contact and contexts of modern IS usage 

Circumstances that are cultural, social, historical, political and economic create 

separate, somewhat isolated populations of deaf people with distinct communities and native 

SLs. Despite a history of contact between sign languages in Europe and other developing 

continents and countries by way of colonialism, and civic, religious, and educational missions  

(Quinto-Pozos 2007; Brentari 2010), the languages used by deaf people in their local 

communities are mutually unintelligible to each other. This is true even when the national 

written and spoken language is shared, as is English for the two different countries where one 

observes ASL or BSL (Kyle and Woll, 1988; Deuchar, 1984).    

Cross-linguistic contact is part of the history of mankindôs political and social 

economies (Mufwene, 2008), and deaf communitiesô SLs are not immune to these processes. 

Contact continues to occur more frequently over the past half century given sociopolitical and 

technological advances benefitting deaf communities. One of the earliest documented SL 
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contact systems was a variety of North American Native Indian sign language. It served as an 

inter-tribal lingua franca for indigenous speakers of varied native spoken languages in the 

1800-1900s, before English replaced this contact signing system (Davis, 2005, 2007). 

Additional evidence of deaf people in civic life 150 years ago points to the existence of some 

form of ñuniversalò signing, a SL contact phenomenon between native users of different SLs 

(Moody, 2002).  

One such example comes from reports of banquets held in Paris, France in the 19th 

century at the Institute Nationale des Jeunes Sourds (INJS) pertaining to the education of deaf 

persons (Moody, 2002). Reportedly at these banquets, ñSign is the only language permitted. 

Reports, minutes, correspondence, memoranda, everything is read in this language which deaf 

people from all parts of the world understand wonderfully well.ò (Ferdinand Berthier, 1850, 

trans. in Moody, 2002; p. 10). 

Since Berthierôs time, much more is known about the diverse, distinct SLs of the 

world. Assumptions about the phenomena of cross-linguistic contact signing noted above, 

particularly that they are easily understood, have yet to be fully investigated. It is unknown 

whether and to what extent attendees at these banquets understood one another. Most of the 

ñinternationalò contact in those years was between Europeans and North Americans and their 

colonies, which means there were some regular communications and perhaps a more stable 

ñtradeò communication system through these connections. Evidently, enough content was 

conveyed in order for exchange of ideas regarding methods for the education of Deaf people 

in those participating nations. These exchanges contributed to the foundational history of deaf 

peopleôs education in Europe and the US during the late 18th and early 19th centuries (Lane, 

1985) and a sociopolitical organizing effort of deaf people in different countries (Moody, 

2002, 2007).  

 Any contact variety of ñinternationalò signing observed in the mid-1800s has 

undoubtedly undergone much change during the past 160 years. It is known that languages 

undergo gradual change over time and with natural evolution and changes occur through 

competition, selection, and ecology (Mufwene 2008). Regularly used trade contact varieties 

maintain the most robust elements of the languages in contact, and are less susceptible to the 

morpho-syntactic breakdown that accompanies contact (Mufwene, 2007). While Mufwene 

describes the nature of spoken language evolution in light of trade colonization and 

educational missions to non-Western countries, sporadic contact between different SL users 

for educational exchange created opportunities for SLs to interact and create structurally 

reduced language varieties. It is unlikely that expository IS used in conferences today 
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resembles those early SL contact pidgins, yet without historical linguistic evidence, it is 

difficult to claim these are the same ñvariety.ò 

Most of the international sign language contact opportunities that continued into the 

20th and 21st centuries only recently included host locations outside Europe or North 

American. The first Asian-based international deaf event took place in 1991 at the WFD 

Congress in Tokyo, Japan. Other non-Euro-American venues were chosen for events such as 

the 1989 Deaf Olympic Games in New Zealand, the 1999 WFD Congress, and 2005 

Deaflympics in Australia, the 2006 Theoretical Issues in Sign Language Research (TISLR) in 

Brazil, the 2009 Taiwan Deaflympics, and the 2011 WFD Congress in South Africa.
9
  

Therefore, the picture of what people are referring to by ñInternational Signò is still very 

much what I assert to be a ñmoving targetò. Explanation of how it works and the level at 

which it works needs much more evidence-based description. 

An important factor influencing the way IS emerges relates to the frequency and scope 

of language contact between users of different SLs. Regular, consistent cross-linguistic 

signing contact has taken place since the creation of the Committee International des Sports 

des Sourds (CISS) in 1924. CISS is the organization that hosts major international sporting 

competitions for deaf people from as many as 77 countries, notably the Summer and Winter 

Deaflympics.  The Summer and Winter Deaflympics take place 2 years apart from each other, 

every 4 years respectively and are sanctioned by the International Olympic Committee  (IOC) 

and World Deaf Championships for thousands of athletes, officials, volunteers and spectators.    

One of the primary contexts where IS is used is through the work of the WFD.  The 

WFD was originally established in 1951 in Rome, Italy at the first World Congress, under the 

auspices of the Italian Deaf Association and with the later support of the European Nation 

States. The WFD continues to serve its mission as an international non-governmental 

organization representing approximately 70 million Deaf people worldwide. The WFD has 

maintained ongoing consultative liaison work with the United Nations Educational, Scientific 

and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the United Nations, and the World Health 

Organization (WHO) since 1958. Civic activity has spanned national borders for more than 50 

years, stemming from the work of the WFD, which is currently based in Helsinki, Finland. 

WFD regional development initiatives have had major impact on sign languages in contact, in 

an effort towards quality of life improvements for the worldôs deaf communities.  

Influences on IS and SL contact in general come from international development work 

by organizations and institutions serving deaf people. Several leaders active in the 

                                                      
9
 Data collected from World Federation of the Deaf website (www.wfdeaf.org) and Sign Language 

Linguistics Society (SLLS) events website (http://www.slls.eu/index2.php5). 

http://www.wfdeaf.org/
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international deaf community of educators, researchers, national deaf associations and the 

WFD were educated at Gallaudet University. Gallaudet University has positively impacted 

the educational and economic upward mobility of deaf Americans; it also contributes outreach 

work and promotes contact with other nationsô deaf citizens. The university is globally 

recognized as the only liberal arts college founded to serve the higher education of deaf 

persons
10

. Prestige is afforded the university by deaf people from countries that do not have 

the same amount of civic access and economic privilege. In one sense, it stands as a symbol to 

deaf people that a historically misunderstood, marginalized group of ñdisabledò people can 

achieve civic equality and impact their local and national community. In another view, the 

universityôs far-reaching influence is sometimes criticized, in social media and on website 

blogs. The university has international collaborations and influence through their Center for 

International Programs and Services Department, which create additional opportunities for 

deaf people in varied countries to have contact with ASL users.  Foreign SL influence on 

indigenous SLs from cross-cultural educational and civic exchanges has been previously 

noted in recent work on SL contact (Quinto-Pozos, 2007; Hoyer, 2007).  

Additionally, in 1989 and 2002 two major international Deaf arts and culture 

conferences ð Deaf Way I and Deaf Way II ð took place in Washington, DC in affiliation 

with Gallaudet University. There were more than 9,000 attendees from all over the world at 

Deaf Way II in 2002. It is interesting to note that even in the short 13-year gap between Deaf 

Way I and Deaf Way II, the number of different SLs present in the interpreting on stage in the 

opening plenary platforms had significantly reduced from as many as 12 SLs to 3 SLs. One 

rationale is the prohibitive cost to provide interpreting services in numerous different SLs. In 

recent years IS has been seen as a potential solution to providing access ðalbeit 

compromised ð to diverse SL users (Scott-Gibson & Ojala, 1994). 

There are other international conferences related to deaf communities and SLs that 

meet regularly. Most of these rely on IS as a lingua franca. Major events that have global 

impact on deaf people are:  Deaf History International (DHI), the International Congress on 

Education of the Deaf (ICED), TISLR, and the World Association of Sign Language 

Interpreters (WASLI). A handful of additional international events are regularly listed on the 

WFD site. Many of the above-noted events are held in a host country every two to four years, 

and contribute to continuous annual international activity and forums for cross-linguistic 

contact.    

                                                      
10

 Gallaudet University CIPS url: http://www.gallaudet.edu/cips.html 
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Activities within major international deaf-related events offer opportunities for users 

of different world SLs to come into contact on a regular basis. A review of international deaf 

events over the past 80 years shows this trend of increased global contact opportunity among 

deaf leadership. In the 3-year period between 1924-1927 there were two international deaf 

events; between 1981 and 1983 there were three; between 2005 and 2007 there were seven; 

and between 2010 and 2013 there were 10 international deaf events where expository IS (and 

other forms of contact signing) served as an auxiliary conference ñlanguage.ò Therefore, 

opportunities for SL contact have quadrupled in the past 20 years with the potential to 

increase in the coming decades.   

In addition to the venues and events outlined above, the modern-day advances of 

video technology and other infrastructural developments increase global contact between 

varied nationsô citizens. This continues to influence the opportunities for contact between 

users of different SLs. Web-based video repositories such as YouTube and DeafRead, among 

several other online sites based in different countries stream ongoing Internet media for the 

exchange of ideas and information. In 2009 an innovative website came online that offers a 

news journal and international deaf news programs and reporting, which the creators promote 

as ñbroadcasting in International Sign.ò The site, www.H3.org, has gained popularity in 

recent years and is promoted at major international Deaf conferences, where the media staff 

film and create on-location news stories for publication on the website. Deaf people with an 

Internet connection need not travel to meet and interact with other deaf people from a 

different SL background, thanks to Web-based communication through Skype and other 

Internet protocol video conferencing. 

Global interaction between users of varied SLs is on the rise in the past two decades 

with expanded contact with more than European and North American signers. As a result IS is 

emerging as a de facto lingua franca in cross-linguistic communication between different NSL 

users. This study considers some of the ways that sign languages create meaning, and in 

particular if some meaning-making mechanisms convey information in IS to different NSL 

signers. The focus is on fully-lexical signs (whether borrowed or lexicalized by the users), 

partly-lexical depicting signs, and non-lexical signs (gestures and enactments), following 

Johnston and Schembri (2010). 
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1.4 Background to the Problem 

1.4.1 Impetus to the inquiry  

The impetus for this study stems from two-and-a-half decades of contact and work 

within the Deaf community as an ASL-English Interpreter. It has afforded me opportunities to 

interact with linguistically and culturally diverse deaf people in my multi-cultural home city 

of Boston, at international conferences and international deaf sporting events, as well as when 

I visited, worked, or lived in several foreign deaf communities for periods of time. 

Experiences communicating with deaf people who use a different SL from ASL occurred on 

many occasions. Through these, I had opportunities to act alone or with deaf colleagues 

providing ñvisual gesturalò interpreting (V-G), as it was called in the late 1980s and early 

1990s in the North Eastern United States. This mixture of mime, ASL, and what is considered 

ña gestural approachò was suggested for communicating with deaf people who used a 

different SL, were immigrants to the U.S., or were raised in the U.S. but used a home-based 

signing system.   

 Trained deaf interpreters who are nationally qualified ñCertified Deaf Interpretersò
11

 

currently do much of this code-mixing work in many states in the US. Conversations with 

colleagues indicate shared intuitions and assumptions, which may or may not be correct, 

about gesture and universals of SLs as key elements for communicating with other signers 

from different SL backgrounds. Numerous experiences have shown me that effective 

communication in these cases is not guaranteed and when it appears to be effective, it is 

difficult to describe or explain. 

While completing my Masterôs degree in Intercultural Relations and Communication, 

I was intrigued by the interaction of cultural frame on communication, particularly in my 

daily work as an interpreter. How interpreters represent diverse deaf people in multicultural 

communities of the US and in international events has been a driving curiosity in my regular 

practice and is an underlying theme of this study.  

Personal experience as a professional interpreter, including recent work providing IS 

interpreting, prompts continuing questions. As a conscientious practitioner and educator, I am 

                                                      

11
 The US Registry for Interpreters for the Deaf (RID) Standard Practice Papers: Use of a Certified 

Deaf Interpreters. Website Accessed March, 11, 2011. URL: 

http://www.rid.org/UserFiles/File/pdfs/Standard_Practice_Papers/CDISPP.pdf 
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concerned with the effectiveness of my own and othersô interpretations, given their impact on 

deaf peopleôs quality of life, socially, economically, and politically. There is an inherent 

responsibility to interpreting, and there is merit in regularly questioning whether our target 

interpretations are understood.   

Interpreted IS is not, however the main subject of this investigation, although it is 

informed by findings. There are potential differences in comprehension of IS created by 

interpreters (interpreted IS) from a source language compared to IS created by deaf signers 

(signed IS), as posited by Rosenstock (2004). Closer look at this warrants a valuable, yet 

slightly different study. Interpreters have adopted many of the signs and manner of 

communicating from internationally active deaf individuals; therefore, it makes sense to 

assess how deaf people use IS to communicate with audiences of different SL users. In a 

paper presented at the 2007 World Association of Sign Language Interpreter conference, 

Moody stated,   ñ[élet us] never forget that IS was developed by Deaf people and belongs to 

Deaf peopleò (Moody 2007). This dissertation is focused on the way deaf individuals 

communicate with IS, avoiding the additional processing layer that interpretation adds to the 

final target message created in IS. Cokely (1992b) has described the complex cognitive 

processes that are involved in taking a source language message and rendering it into a target 

SL interpretation, which presents a complicating element to the already complex cognitive 

demands of communicating into a language code-mixing system. A direct IS output from 

deaf, expository IS users is of interest, and findings here will likely inform the target IS 

construction decisions by interpreters.  

1.4.2 Contact Language and Language Rights 

The history of global SL contact juxtaposes economic disparity, which is the reality 

for deaf people in varied communities around the world. Deaf citizens experience disparity in 

access to educational and economic opportunities, which is directly impacted by the success 

or lack of national recognition of their natively occurring languages and provision of services 

in those languages. Additionally, there are national discrepancies in government state wealth 

that also influence the extent of services to deaf citizens and any outreach efforts to those 

citizens or others in neighboring communities.  

 Wealthy nations have always had an impact on the spoken languages of colonized and 

trade countries for hundreds of years (Mufwene, 2008). Languages are imported through 

contact between groups of people, some of whom have money, social and political 

institutions, and large numbers of users. It is also widely known that English is a global 

lingua franca (Crystal, 2003). English has an effect on deaf communities as well, through 
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regular contact with speakers and the importation of English to international deaf 

communities (Kellett Bidoli, & Ochse, 2008). In terms of SLs, most of the contact has arisen 

out of the sharing of educational methods and religious missions from one country to another 

(Woll, Sutton-Spence & Elton, 2001). French Sign Language (LSF) has had a profound 

influence on sign languages in North America and Europe, particularly ASL, Russian Sign 

Language (RSL), and IrishSL (p.30). ASL and BSL have impacted SLs in several African 

countries (Lule & Wallin, 2010).  

 The widespread influence of NSLs such as BSL and ASL is seen in contact situations 

that employ IS. Woll (1990) showed BSL prominence in the IS lexicon at one international 

venue. LSF and other European SLs influenced the original committee-created dictionary of 

Gestuno (the first attempt at capturing an international communication system of signs).  

Furthermore, ASL lexicon has been part of the instruction of IS training courses in Australia 

and Hong Kong
12

.    

During the past 15 years, IS impacted Albanian Sign Language as a result of contact 

with IS-using outsiders as the countryôs political and social economy opened to the world 

(Hoyer 2007). Efforts continue towards the documentation, protection, and recognition of 

natively occurring SLs in many countries, and towards deaf personsô civil rights to have civic 

access by way of their NSL Meanwhile, there exists an emerging IS contact system which is 

used, ironically, in the international discourse on deaf personsô unique language rights. 

Granted by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Disabled People (UNCRPD), 

Deaf people have rights to a NSL that is part of their countryôs cultural, social, historical, and 

religious heritage (WFD, 2014).  

1.4.3 IS Train ing and Research Gaps 

As a result of compounding factors and opportunities for cross-linguistic SL contact 

during the past 25 years, there is increased interest in IS among members of Deaf 

communities and a demand for learning how to use ñitò. IS has garnered increased attention 

by deaf people and interpreters alike across the world and as a result, individuals and 

organizations offer ad hoc or formal short courses or training sessions in IS
13

.   

Woll (1990) was first to note that these offerings are made without sufficient research 

foundations. In 2014, there is still no corpus-based dictionary or empirically described 

                                                      
12

 IS intensives, Melbourne, Australia, 2011 and personal communication with Jenny Lam, UHK.  
13

 In recent years I have personally attended or have been asked to assist with provision of IS training, 

some of which I provided with a deaf colleague in October, 2013 for ASLIA Victoria, Melbourne. 

Some early observations from this research were given. 

 



Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

 14 

conventional linguistic system to inform curricula for IS training efforts. Yet training and 

provision of IS interpreting and IS lecturing material continues. The presence of IS alongside 

NSLs also raises some controversy around the provision of ñlanguageò access by sign 

language interpreters.  

 The WASLI board has recently assigned a task group to consider qualification and 

screening of IS interpreters, due to requests for this type of contact language interpretation. 

There remains an ongoing need to assess empirically what constitutes effective interpretation 

from and into a mixed sign language contact variety. As previously mentioned, boundaries 

around what is meant by IS are needed throughout public discourse and research endeavors. 

1.4.4 IS interpreting  and creating understandable target messages 

 Professional SL interpreting associations and policies about provision of interpreting 

have also developed exponentially since initial foundations of the profession emerged in the 

middle of the 20th century in North America, Western Europe, and Australia (WASLI, 

www.wasli.org).  Interpreters who work in international settings and interface with deaf 

leaders from distinct SL communities continue to incorporate contact strategies used by deaf 

people in these settings, with expository IS figuring more prominently every year. However, 

providing interpretation via an unstable contact language has not been without controversy.  

 The first attempts to provide IS interpreting at international conferences in 1977 and 

1979 were met with much criticism, due to excessive pantomime renditions or otherwise 

robotic interpreter performances (Scott-Gibson & Ojala, 1994). In the following decade, IS 

interpretation still garnered controversy as a double-edged sword in the provision of cost-

effective language access for participants who could not afford to bring their own interpreters. 

A debate centered on linguistic access for deaf people with no NSL interpreters.  Concern 

arose about potentially undermining indigenous SLs by providing IS contact signing. These 

value conflicts and some controversy around linguistic access continue into present day.  

  Opinions over the past several years by SL linguists contend that there are limitations 

to communicating academic or scientific information in an IS contact system.  The 

Amsterdam Manifesto raised concerns about accessibility to full conference content 

(Rathmann et al., 2000).   The document makes recommendations for reliance on full NSLs in 

academic forums, typically the host country SL and any other SL that is highly represented in 

conference attendees. The recommendations are aimed at academic and scientific 

communities, and not necessarily for sporting and cultural events such as Deaflympics and 

Deaf Way.  Nonetheless, IS interpreting and expectations that presenters use IS has continued.  

Notably, at the 2013 London TISLR conference, the decision was made to forgo the provision 
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of IS interpreting and offer conference interpreting in only fully conventional languages: 

BSL, English, and ASL.  This decision may be the first indication of a shift in thinking about 

linguistic access at international deaf conferences and the consideration of this access via IS.  

In any case, speculation and conjecture about IS as a contact strategy merits careful 

evaluation of it for linguistic access.  Well-researched recommendations about contexts for 

usage are needed.  This research takes a closer look at factors for IS comprehension and 

addresses implications for IS usage. 

1.5 Problem Statement and Significance  

Expository-genre IS is recruited regularly at international deaf conferences and 

functions as an auxiliary, second language for participants when their NSL is not one of the 

official conference languages. An unanswered question pertains to the quality of information 

conveyed by expository IS.  Given the UN Convention on the Rights of People with 

Disabilities (CRPD), which grants the right to language access in oneôs own native SL, it is 

important to examine differences between receiving information in the IS versus in oneôs 

NSL. Although it is shown that some audience members may not understand it very well 

(Rosenstock, 2004), the provision of IS interpreting continues at international events and 

conference policies continue to include IS as an official conference ñlanguageò. 

Consequently, the effectiveness of IS contact signing is often assumed yet it remains untested. 

It would be beneficial to ascertain what levels of language are operating for those attendees 

relying on it and the potential for their gleaning information from formal presentations.  

 Very little known about IS and factors for its comprehension and it has not been 

critically compared to NSLs. Training programs are offered with very little research 

underpinnings mainly due to the limited study of the IS phenomenon. A clear definition of IS 

is also lacking in the literature. A study of expository IS in comparison to NSLs and that 

which assesses factors for comprehension offers insights for potentially more effective IS. 

This research looks at several NSL patterns in IS, and whether they are understood by diverse 

IS audience members ð not only by geographic and linguistic background. It examines 

sociolinguistic factors of IS comprehension and offers a richer description of what 

information is understood from IS by varied audiences. New empirical information will 

inform international conference language policies, research-based training efforts, and IS 

interpreting and usage where it is recruited for communication access.  
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1.6 Research Questions 

The primary aim of this study is to investigate the communicative effectiveness of IS 

by focusing on its comprehensibility across a variety of signers.  It addresses the following 

research questions and their related sub-queries: 

 

1) To what extent is expository IS comprehensible, and for whom?  

a) To what extent are global and detailed messages in IS understood? 

b) How does comprehension of IS compare to comprehension of NSLs? 

c) Do audience demographics play a role in IS lecture comprehension?  

2) What is the distribution of linguistic elements in the IS lexicon and does this affect 

comprehension? 

a) Does increased comprehension of IS correlate with increased use of lexical signs 

sourced from a NSL (e.g. ASL)? 

b) Do depiction and gesture influence intelligibility of expository IS? 

3) How effective is IS for universal access to lectures?   

 

Answering these questions above can bring new insights on an issue that continues to 

confound many international stakeholders ð deaf leaders and interpreters ð who work to 

uphold the advancement of the rights of deaf people.  

1.7 Structure of the Dissertation 

This chapter has introduced the reader to the pertinent issues of IS, offering contextual 

background to the phenomenon and outlining unanswered questions that drive this study. In 

the next chapter, relevant literature is reviewed to situate the current investigation. Some 

insights are given from a handful of prior studies on IS and a few public resources that inform 

IS lexicon and use. Particular guidance is given by selected works in the areas of language 

contact phenomenon and assessments of language comprehension ð specifically 

comprehension of SL lectures.   

At the outset of this research project, in April  2011, I surveyed colleagues who work 

regularly at international venues providing IS interpreting. Responses to the survey in Chapter 

2, §2.3.7 offer a practitionerôs understanding of the efficacy of IS, given the high profile role 

of interpreting in IS usage contexts. 

 A discussion is undertaken in Chapter 2 about language contact phenomena as they 

pertain to expository IS. Contact pidgins, code mixing, and interlanguage are related concepts 
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addressed in the section about SLs in contact in chapter two. Attention is given to gesture and 

linguistic elements in the review of prior IS work in Chapter 2 and theoretical considerations 

are laid out in Chapter 3. 

In addition, in Chapter 3, I discuss meaning-construction in NSLs and some features 

that appear to be shared across some of studied SLs.  The framework establishes a backdrop 

to Lexical items, depiction, and gestures are key elements in this research. An overview of 

methodology is given in Chapter 4, which introduces the mixed methods approach to the 

research questions. A lexical study of a small corpus of expository IS is reported in Chapter 5, 

which quantifiably describes the lexicon of IS. The amount of fully-lexical, partly-lexical and 

non-lexical sign distribution in IS is reported, in order to make some comparisons to NSLs. 

Identified lexical, depicting, and gestural elements from the first study are applied in the 

second study on IS comprehension outlined in Chapter 6. Linguistic factors and 

sociolinguistic factors that impact comprehension of expository IS are presented with some 

discussion in the results of Chapter 6.  Further discussion and a summary of findings are 

outlined in Chapter 7, with implications and conclusions drawn from the findings in both 

studies.  

There is much to be learned about cognition and language in the visual-spatial mode 

exemplified in this IS communication system. This contact strategy is employed in modern-

day settings where deaf people from distinctly different SL communities gather for the 

exchange of information and ideas. An overarching question remains regarding the 

communicative effectiveness of IS. This is the first study to examine the gap in 

communication between IS and what is communicated in a NSL.   

This research makes a unique contribution to what is known about IS comprehension 

and a description of signs and semiotic forms used by deaf IS lecture presenters. It identifies 

frequent sign forms through a corpus-based approach, reporting 150 high-frequency signs 

used in expository IS by deaf presenters who originate from 10 countries across five 

continents. It is also the first study undertaken which answers questions about the amount of 

lexicon, depicting signs, and gesture appearing in presentation IS and tests how these 

elements impact the effectiveness of IS discourses. It is the first study to assess 

comprehension of IS created by deaf presenters as opposed to target IS texts created by 

interpreters. Earlier work on interpreted IS and comprehension is discussed in Chapter 2 

(Rosenstock, 2004). This research extends the Rosenstock study
14

 of interpreted IS by 

                                                      
14

 Throughout this dissertation I will refer to the 2004 work as ñthe Rosenstock studyò. 
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describing IS used by deaf presenters and by using multiple approaches to assessing 

comprehension.  
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Chapter 2 A review of the literature 

2.1 Previous Research: International Sign 

 

An inquiry into comprehension of expository IS requires a review of prior research 

into what others term ñISò and other types of SL contact phenomena.  This chapter begins 

with an overview of what prior studies indicate about IS, situates it in terms of language 

contact ð particularly SLs in contact ð and presents additional findings about 

comprehension of signed lecture discourse. The latter is aimed at grounding the assessment of 

IS comprehension in approaches used to measure discourse comprehension. A definition of 

(expository) IS for this study was established in §1.2.  

There is general agreement that IS is not a Deaf community SL as ordinarily 

understood (one that is established with native users).  It is not a conventional language, yet a 

formal presentation genre of it is observed at international deaf events. In these settings it 

functions as a contact language with some form-meaning conventions.  The degree of 

effectiveness that an IS communication system achieves remains elusive. Whether one refers 

to it as a ñlanguage of gesturesò (BDA, 1975), an advanced or expanded contact pidgin 

(Supalla & Webb, 1995; Woll, 1990), or a lingua franca (Rosenstock, 2004), its customary 

use in global social and political contexts suggests that IS is a viable form of semiotic 

behavior among some Deaf people.  Requests for IS interpreters have increased in recent 

years in Europe (Nardi, 2008), although interpreters have been asked to provide services into 

IS for communication access since 1977 (Scott-Gibson & Ojala, 1994).  The European Union 

of the Deaf (EUD) provides an official disclaimer on its website
15

 regarding the use of IS as 

an auxiliary language for audiences of diverse SL backgrounds, although it is used daily in 

many of their activities. The EUD emphasizes the priority of the rights of deaf people to have 

communication access in their ñnational or communityò sign language (EUD website).  They 

regard IS as an imperfect solution, arising out of a need for a common lingua franca among 

deaf persons in international contact. 

 Meaning is a central theme in this research and recurs in the IS literature. However 

meaning conveyance in IS has not been examined closely. Interpreters working in IS are 

challenged to achieve true semantic equivalence in their target interpretations given the 

limitations of ISôs ñlexically limited and partially improvisedò system (Locker McKee & 

Napier, 2002: 50). At the same time, because some common features of NSLs are observed in 

IS it is suggested that these aid in comprehension by varied signers in an audience.   
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 URL (last accessed July 21, 2014): http://www.eud.eu/International_Sign_Disclaimer-i-206.html  

http://www.eud.eu/International_Sign_Disclaimer-i-206.html
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Interpreters are described as using a free approach to creating target IS (Locker McKee & 

Napier, 2002) and using their understanding of SLs, interpreters produce ñpared downò 

messages in a recognizable way to deaf audience members, who in turn rely on their life 

experiences and world knowledge to comprehend conveyed information (Scott-Gibson & 

Ojala, 1994).  Common features of different SLs and adjustment techniques of IS interpreters 

(and perhaps deaf IS presenters) have yet to be connected to improved IS discourse 

comprehension. Without knowledge of linguistic (and other sociolinguistic) factors for 

improved IS comprehension, training and continued provision of IS for communication access 

run the risk of being less effective than desired. 

 Jordan and Battison (1976) were one of the earliest sign language researchers to 

question the long-held assumption that SLs are universal and that signers from all corners of 

the globe have little to no difficulty understanding each other. Thirty-eight years later there is 

a relative dearth of works on sign languages in contact and resulting phenomena to prove or 

disprove this assumption with respect to some form of óinternational signô. 

A combination of factors likely impacts the intelligibility of an international SL 

contact strategy, and several areas of inquiry establish the groundwork for the current 

investigation.  It is important to situate the research within an understanding of SL contact 

phenomena, and also within the context of sign language descriptions. Because the genre of 

IS in this project is defined by its usage setting ð expository presentation discourse ð a 

discussion about comprehension of SL lectures and measurements of discourse 

comprehension is also presented. This genre of presentation IS is often associated with the 

provision of sign language interpreting (as noted in the introductory chapter), and a few 

studies of interpreted IS comprise the small collection of works on the topic. 

Existing literature on IS offers insights from a limited collection of published works.  

There are several mentions of the phenomenon in SL research, but only a handful of 

published papers and one thesis are devoted to the topic from different theoretical or 

analytical frameworks.  Empirical research on IS is lacking and varied settings of 

international sign contact are not clearly delineated.  

Prior studies describe interpreting into and from what people label ñISò, and others 

report on linguistic characteristics of deaf peopleôs use of sign language contact strategies, 

using terms such as ñinternational signsò (Battison & Jordan, 1976) or ñinternational 

gesturesò (Moody, 1987), and ñInternational Sign Pidginò (Locker-McKee & Napier, 2002).  

Terminology for IS and cross SL contact is quite varied, with the emergence of the name 

ñInternational Signò as an entity arising to describe SL contact in international exchanges 

sometime during the early 1990s. Recently there have been discussions of a ñpan-European 
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signò
16

 to distinguish a contact variety of IS that is influenced by European SLs, which may 

be different than an IS contact system used in the Asia-Pacific region (Mori, 2011). 

Moody (2002) provides an excellent historical account of IS with observations about 

linguistic material from a practitionerôs point of view; he admits these are based on 

observations and not empirical data analysis.  Other papers and publications by the same 

author outline communicating (and interpreting) with ñinternational gesturesò or ñcharadesò 

(Moody, 1987, 1994).   These works refer to the predominantly gestural resources that deaf 

people employ when they do not share a common SL as well as point to the variation in 

lexicon contributed to the mix depending on the participants.  However ñinternational 

gesturingò as it had been called in the past, portrayed mostly face-to-face contact rather than 

an auxiliary system for communicating meeting information, given a limited ability to 

communicate fully and efficiently (Moody, 1987). 

Some of the earliest reports of the controversy around IS interpreting and linguistic 

access is made in Scott-Gibson and Ojala (1994) and again recently in Moody (2007), who 

questioned the systemôs ability to act as effectively as a NSL. As a result, Moody advocates 

for the promotion of NSLs.  In the late 1970s interpreters were first recruited to work into IS 

and reportedly, ñThose watching indicated that it felt like watching a ótheatrical performanceô, 

rather than a series of lectures.ò (Scott-Gibson & Ojala, 1994: 161.)  Prior studies of IS 

describe interpreted forms of it or strategies interpreters use when working with it.  Deaf 

people in cross-linguistic contact are very much central to the phenomena of IS, but there are 

a few studies devoted to deaf people using IS as a contact strategy.   

2.1.1 International contact and IS:  naming the phenomena 

 Early research into international (spontaneous) contact between SL users who do not 

share a common language is described in Battison and Jordan (1976) and Jordan and Battison 

(1976). They queried the notion of sign language universality and efforts by the WFD in the 

creation of the Gestuno sign glossary, claiming it constituted evidence that ñdeaf signers 

themselves believe in the universality of sign language or at least in its potentialò (Battison & 

Jordan 1976:53). The researchers interviewed informants, made observations, and video 

recorded unstructured conversations between North American and foreign signers to 

investigate these beliefs. They report interview responses about oneôs ability to understand 

other SL users, such as:  
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 In personal email discussion with Dr. Bencie Woll about terminology, she reports observations of 

this alternate name by people discussing IS in Europe in recent months; July, 2014. 
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An Italian and a Pole who have both travelled widely were in a casual conversation 

with five Americans. They made no attempt to imitate or use American signs; they 

stated flatly that they did not understand American signs; and they relied the entire 

time on an American who was skilled in using international signs and signs from 

various European countriesò (Battison & Jordan, 1976:58). (My emphasis in bold.)  

 

 This is one of the first references to ñinternational signsò and it coincided around the 

time of the creation of the Gestuno sign glossary by the WFD. Supalla and Webb (1995) cite 

the first and second editions of this sign list (WFD, 1959 & 1965) before the release of the 

expanded published Gestuno glossary by the British Deaf Association and the Unification of 

Signs Committee of the WFD (BDA, 1975). (The Gestuno glossary is no longer in print.) 

Supalla and Webb (1995) also refer to ñInternational Signò as a singular entity when 

reviewing historical contact between deaf users of different SLs as early as 1924. They define 

IS as a ñtype of signing used when deaf signers communicate across mutually unintelligible 

language boundaries. Deaf individuals use International Sign primarily in international 

settings to become acquainted with each other and to communicate about affairs of concern to 

them.ò (p. 334.) 

 The report by Jordan and Battison (1976) suggests a naive view by some signers who 

interact with different SL users and characterize foreign signs as ñinternational signsò.  The 

authors report: ñIn the course of introducing a Dane to some Americans, the Canadian 

introducer used a few Danish signs. One of the Americans remarked to him, óOh, you know 

International Sign Language!ôò (p. 60). 

 While the authors are referring to North American deaf peopleôs lack of travel and 

cross-linguistic experience compared to European deaf people, it is evidence of a lack of 

consistency in naming and describing international SL contact in public discourse (past and 

present) and in published material. The book, International Sign, published in Korea 

(DeafPlus, 2012), lists many lexical forms that are ASL citation forms, which again suggests 

a view that any ñotherò foreign signs (not from ñmyò SL) might qualify as ñinternational 

signingò. IS, as people refer to it, appears to be a catchall phrase to denote distinctly different 

SL users in contact with one another. The terminology is problematic for empirical 

description of a variety of complex contact phenomena that might occur between distinct SL 

users. These complexities are further outlined in the next few sections. 

  The quotes above imply that skill in communicating with different SL users requires 

knowledge of a collection of certain undescribed ñinternationalò signs and knowledge of 

different (European) SLs. For this reason, additional study on semiotic forms in contact 
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settings where varied IS types are used will provide some clarity on the issue. The next 

section reviews studies on international contact signing between deaf people that may or may 

not refer to the phenomenon as ñIS.ò  These often pertain to more than two different SL users 

in the contact mix, yet in a few studies the data is reported from pairs of signers. Contact 

effects between signed and spoken languages are discussed later in §2.2. 

2.1.2 Studies on international contact signing use by deaf people 

  Published works on deaf people in international contact comes from Moody (1979; 

2002), Woll (1990), Woll (1995), Allsop, Woll and Brauti (1994), and Supalla and Webb, 

(1995). Moody refers to ñsome form of International Sign [...] in use for at least 150 yearsò 

(2002: 57). It is unlikely that all of these forms are best described by the singular term ñISò, 

given variation in settings and languages in contact over those years. However he reports that 

contact between deaf people from different SL origins has indeed been occurring for many 

decades.  

 In earlier work, Moody (1979; cited by Woll, 1990) suggested three kinds of 

communicative phenomena operate in the contact settings between deaf people. These are 

ñmimed actions,ò ñinvented gesturesò ð nonce creations in the temporary context, and a 

collection of  ñinternational gesturesò which are borrowed from other SLs or otherwise 

understood forms given context or explanation (p.110).  Using Moodyôs categories, Woll 

(1990) investigated the lexicon and grammar of contact phenomena occurring between eight 

international deaf researchers at a British workshop, in order to answer questions about what 

happens when a number of deaf people with different SLs come into contact.  She reported 

percentage similarities between signs from five different SLs
17

 represented by attendees at the 

workshop ð BSL, ASL, DSL, SSL, and ISL. Comparisons were reported on 200 sign items 

that shared 2 out of 3 parameters, but actual signs used by all attendees in the contact setting 

were not compared.  Woll analyzed the way BSL users communicated in the contact setting 

and reported on the sign types they used. She classified whether signs the BSL signers 

employed were from their own lexicon or whether they altered them to a mimetic form or 

replaced them with an international gesture, applying Moodyôs (1979) suggested contact 

phenomena types. She did forgo his category of ñinvented gesturesò but included them in her 

category of ñinternational gesturesò, mainly because it was difficult to separate forms that had 

been ñpreviously accepted international signsò or invented in the meeting (p. 11). 
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 The figures reported are taken from the authorôs earlier study (Woll, 1984) comparing signs across 

several different SLs. 
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 Woll noted that the BSL signers continued to use many of their own BSL forms in 

international cross-linguistic communication ð between 69-80% of signs ð yet they altered 

their communication by using 6-11% mime, and 13-21% of what is labeled ñinternational 

gesturesò (p.5). She did not, however, report on the lexical signs used by the other SL users at 

the researcherôs workshop, and Woll suggests the lexical choices to be much more varied than 

what Moody posed in his characterization of types. She points out frequent strategies in the 

data where the BSL signer employs duplication with different lexical sign variations of BSL 

and/or with different SLs, as well as with gestures. In fact, she notes that in the approximately 

20% of instances where a BSL sign is replaced with an altered sign ð mime or international 

gesture ð half of them occurred paired with the BSL sign as well. 

  Woll also reports on some of the grammatical features appearing in the international 

contact between the workshop attendees who use any of the five different SLs represented. 

She provides examples of  ñquite complexò grammatical structures, including locating 

referents in space, directional verbs, modification of signs for aspect, and morphological 

changes to verb forms by reduplication, incorporating negation, use of classifiers, and non-

manual marking of questions, negation, and rhetorical questions (Woll 1990:7). The only time 

the author refers to the phenomena as IS is in the conclusions of the paper in quotation marks. 

She predicts, ñôInternational Signô may become more formalized as a trans-national languageò 

(p.13). 

   In the next few studies on IS, the label begins to be established. IS is referred to as 

sign language contact- whether between a deaf presenter to a large multilingual deaf audience 

(Supalla & Webb, 1995) or between individual signers who do not share a SL (Allsop et al., 

1994). In 1994 and 1995 a handful of research papers on IS were written, which describe a 

limited lexicon (Allsop et al., 1994), negation in IS (Webb & Supalla, 1994; Woll, 1995), and 

grammatical material in IS produced by deaf people (Allsop et al., 1994; Supalla & Webb, 

1995; Woll, 1995); each of which will be discussed below. 

  In addition to reporting borrowed and invented signs (noted above), Woll (1995) 

shows evidence of IS as an ñexpanded pidginò given the use of manual negation in the final 

position of the sentence
18

 being negated. The study compares BSL negation with IS negation 

in a story task between signers who share the same SL (BSL) and those who do not. The 

author predicted that IS would have more forms using multiple channels (e.g., a head shake 

simultaneously articulated with a manual negation), yet the findings claimed evidence to the 
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 In this study I refer to signed ñutterancesò unless reporting in terms of a prior author. See §3.4 

ñComposite utterancesò. 
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contrary. Non-manual headshakes occurred more often in BSL than in IS, and BSL preferred 

non-manual negation to manual signs. Manual negation signs appeared to be preferred in IS 

for negating a sentence, typically occurring in the final position, but not always. Final position 

negation sign was also the most prevalent type in Supalla and Webbôs data (1995), discussed 

below. Woll concludes that IS has the ñlexical structure of a new pidgin, but some 

grammatical complexity and functional use of a more developed pidginò (p.8). 

  A second report from what authors called ñthe International Sign Projectò (data from 

the same international event) described other elements of the project (Allsop et al., 1994). The 

researchers interviewed deaf signers from different SL origins using IS contact signing in a 

story retell task.  They mention a comprehension assessment from the retell; however, the 

retell was not explained and neither the analysis nor the results were reported.  The published 

results focus on lexical examples, noting differences in duration of the retells.  Many 

participants took longer to retell in IS than NSL retelling, mainly due to lexical expansion 

required for creating reference to objects in the story. The report mentions only two lexical 

items and concludes that signs in IS are shown to be highly varied, with a few conventions.  

Allsop et al. identify a conventional IS sign for ñwomanò but describe expansive strategies 

used to convey concepts such as ñskateboardò and ñstrawberryò.  The most interesting finding 

is what they call a ñstring of paraphrasesò that IS signers employ to expand on ideas that seem 

to have no lexical sign.  It is summarized that IS contact employs an ñimpoverished lexiconò 

but a rich and structured grammar, yet there is not an elaboration on how grammatical 

relationships operate. 

  Supalla and Webb (1995) claimed grammatical complexities in IS with their research 

focusing on expository IS presentations by two deaf leaders at an international workshop, 

rather than small meetings of diverse SL users.  Supalla and Webb use the term ñclassifier 

structures in verbs of motionò and analyze sentences containing transitive verbs.  They report 

that IS shows a degree of inflectional morphology that is similar to verbal inflections in full -

SLs.  Inflections in IS, they assert, are agreement devices to mark subject and object 

agreement ñusing not only movement between spatial loci, but also using eye gaze and 

reference shifting for marking complex grammatical relationsò 
19

 (Supalla & Webb, 1995; p. 

340).   The authors characterize IS as a linguistic system exhibiting rule-governed 

grammatical structures, rather than a simple pidgin with features of a non-linguistic system of 

expanded gestures or pantomime. To this assertion they argue that IS employs (SVO) word 
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order, with regular instances of pro-drop and to a lesser extent, object-fronting
 20

; they note 

verb inflections and clause negation structures, all of which are described in full SLs. The 

negation structures identified in the lectures occurred in different places in the IS sentences 

and clauses. Negations in the form of manual signs simultaneously articulated with a non-

manual headshake were common, but less prevalent, similar to what has been reported for 

some SLs. Negations most often occurred post-sentence or post clause. Supalla and Webb 

make an agreement-based analysis of IS utterances, which is one analysis in the general SL 

literature.  In this current study, the assumption is that verbs directed at referent locations are 

gestural points, following Liddell (1995). The linguistic analysis of IS by Rosenstock (2004) 

presents examples of IS grammatical features from a cognitive linguistic frame, also 

following Liddell (1995, 2003). The Rosenstock study is discussed later in this chapter 

(§2.1.4) and a summary discussion of grammatical and lexical descriptions of IS is found in 

§2.1.5.   

 It is evident from earlier writing that several kinds of linguistic and semiotic material 

are relied upon to create meaning between different SL users, and some patterns emerge that 

resemble features typically robust in NSLs. The distribution of linguistic and non-linguistic 

material is of interest in this study, as IS attempts to convey meaning. The framework 

established assumes cognitive descriptions of SL and is laid out in Chapter 3, ñTheoretical 

Considerationsò.  

2.1.3 IS interpreting : meaning creation is challenging 

There are two published works on IS that investigate interpretersô strategies for 

conveying meaning when working either from or into IS discourses (de Wit, 2010, Locker-

McKee & Napier, 2002).  De Wit describes the coping strategies that interpreters employ to 

manage challenges while interpreting from IS monologues. These challenges come from the 

need to be familiar with different SL vocabularies and signer styles, as well as knowledge of 

cultural frames that interlocutors bring from different nationalities. In addition to fluency in 

source and target languages, interpreters apply cognitive resources and efforts for both 

comprehension and production (Gile, 2009). De Wit presents interpreter strategies from data 

recorded of an interpreter working into English from an IS monologue, given by a deaf 

presenter. 

                                                      
20

 Pro-drop and object fronting refer to utterance types described in some spoken and some SLs that 

are alternative to Subject-Verb-Object orders. Pro-drop occurs where the pronoun is absent (implicitly 

realized or anaphoric from discourse context) and the utterance starts with the verb (e.g., GAVE IT). 

Object fronting describes utterances that topicalize the object then predicates it as a comment (e.g. 

BALL  I THROW). 
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Some of the IS interpreting strategies reported by de Wit are omissions, paraphrasing, 

additions (as a type of explanatory expansion), repairs and reformulations, among others.  

Many of these strategies are practiced by NSL interpreters (Napier, 2002).  Omissions from IS 

to target English were items such as missing lexical items or phrases which resulted from 

miscues or insufficient processing time.  Paraphrasing, reverse paraphrasing, and additions 

were examples given by de Wit where the target English required using several more or 

several less words and phrases than in the surface IS text level, in order to elaborate into 

English the specific meaning intended by the source IS message.  Repairs and reformulations 

also were used to restructure the order of discourse elements, or to make a correction about a 

skewed, un-intended target message that resulted from unrecognized or unconventional sign 

forms in the source IS (de Wit, 2010; 10).  The challenges of interpreter comprehension of IS 

lecture are evident in de Witôs observation that the genre (lecture) does not allow interaction 

or intervention by the interpreter for clarifying source message; furthermore IS 

comprehension is challenging given what is shown to be the need for relatively long 

processing time (compared to NSL to English) to construe and formulate target interpretations 

from source expository IS.  

Locker-McKee and Napier (2002) outline types of interpretation strategies and 

linguistic strategies employed by interpreters when working into IS target, which they suggest 

should be used with NSL interpretation for a more ñfreeò and visually salient target. As with 

any contact language mixing situation (see discussion below), interlocutors bring their own 

SL resources into the mix and therefore, as noted Locker-McKee and Napier, interpreters 

recruit a variety of NSL type linguistic devices to convey meaning into IS target messages. 

This is especially challenging because ñthe cognitive environment of the target audience is 

mediated not by one language, but by many, and the message is not conveyed in any single 

one of theseò (p 32). They report a variety of linguistic characteristics such as non-manual 

grammatical markers for verb aspect and manner, as well as discourse cohesion devices, 

spatial metaphors, and an increased use of non-lexical resources. The reason given is that the 

conventional lexicon in IS is ñimpoverishedò, echoing what Allsop et al. report (1994).    

 Locker-McKee and Napier report that IS interpreted discourses are articulated more 

slowly and use larger signing space than in NSL discourse.  Interpreted IS employs 

grammatical features observed in NSLs. This includes use of spatial reference, metaphors, 

and types of inflections that NSLs employ for aspect and manner of movements, non-manual 

sentence markers, use of classifier handshapes (see depicting signs below), as well as mimetic 

enactmentsðwhich the authors refer to as ñrole-shiftsò (p.40). Varied terms are used in the 

SL literature to describe role shifting (Padden, 1986), constructed action (Metzger, 1995; 
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Winston, 1991), constructed dialogue (Roy, 1989; following Tannen, 1986) and perspective 

shift (Janzen, 2004), among others. It is also reported that IS interpreters ñincorporate a great 

deal of meaning into as few lexical signs as possibleò (McKee & Napier, 2002; 41). This is 

given ISôs varied lexicon which is smaller than what is observed in developed NSLs (Allsop 

et al., 1994).  Interpreters employ some de facto nonce sign creations for the duration of 

certain events, and they make creative use of gestures to convey meaning (Locker-McKee & 

Napier, 2002:42.)  

Locker-McKee and Napier also describe several examples where interpreters 

established referential loci by turning eye gaze or pointing to real objects in space or indexing 

in these ways to imagined objects established in real space.  They identify the use of less 

specified signs (as opposed to established, lexical signs) for concepts.  They report 

interpreters using ñentity classifier handshapesò to describe actions and appearances of 

objects, the meanings of which they suggest participants are able to infer and understand from 

the discourse context.  Additionally, ñpantomimeò, and ñrole-shiftingò (enactment in this 

study) are productive in interpreter constructed IS discourse. Rosenstock (2004) (reviewed 

below) also reports similar types of meaning-making material in IS that is created by 

interpreters. 

The two studies on IS interpreter strategies propose that most of the linguistic and 

translation decisions that IS interpreters use are similar to those produced by all professionally 

qualified interpreters in their aim towards appropriate target interpretations from source while 

working with NSLs.  Many of these strategies are described in the translation and 

interpretation literature (Bartlomiejczyk, 2006; Cokely, 1992b; Gile, 2009; Metzger, 2005; 

Napier, 2002).  Interpreting from IS into spoken English requires managing inevitable and 

sometimes deliberate omissions, additions, and substitutions, which requires more processing 

or ñlagò time to comprehend, reduce errors, reformulate, and make repairs (de Wit 2010).  

Interpreters also employ paraphrasing and use of fillers to create target English messages 

from an IS presentation.  The approach to interpreting into IS is also characterized as ñfreeò 

ð that is, free from linguistic form yet it aims to be equivalent in terms of message transfer 

(Napier, 2002; Locker-McKee & Napier, 2002).  The authors admit they were not looking at 

equivalence or whether audiences understand interpreted IS, but posit that improvised 

linguistic strategies might assist comprehension.  They suggest comprehension of interpreted 

IS needs empirical study, and this was addressed soon thereafter by Rosenstock (2004) and in 

this current study.  

IS interpreters also make selective reductions of the source text, often omitting 

detailed information such as numbers and unfamiliar proper nouns, as well as omitting things 
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that are determined to not be ñvitalò to the message, especially given time constraints and 

lexical limitations (Locker-McKee & Napier 2002, p. 46).  Interpreters rely on iconic signs 

that are ñsimpler in form and capture a root conceptò (p. 48), and often they employ discourse 

analytical strategies that are reductions, such as processing and rendering general information 

rather than specific information. Interpreting between languages is a search for equivalent 

meaning rather than detailed word-for-word transfer (Seleskovich, 1978) and with limitations 

created by language to a contact pidgin, equivalent transfer is a challenge.  Approaches that 

employ ñdetail-to-goalò processing are strategies available for transferring a less detailed 

message while conveying main objectives and goals
21

 (Gish, 1987).   

Locker-McKee and Napier observe that the literal tendencies to which NSL 

interpreters sometimes default, are not typically seen in IS interpreting. This is because 

interpreters must actively hone in on message meaning, and create a reduced version of main 

points that often must forgo details given the constraints of the medium. While working into 

target IS, interpreters make reductions that are visually meaningful to the audience with 

material that is ñlimited and partially improvisedò (p.50). They also make some expansions to 

adjust for cultural frames of reference. When working from IS into English, interpreters often 

compress these expanded IS sequences into succinct words or phrases (de Wit calls these 

examples of ñreverse paraphrasing;ò 2010, p.9).  A larger inventory of lexical items is more 

readily available in English than in SLs (Johnston & Schembri, 1999), a widely 

acknowledged observation.  The lack of succinct, conventionally specified lexical signs in IS 

presents a challenge to conveying rich and equivalent messages. 

It is evident in the two studies on IS interpreter strategies that working between a 

spoken language (English) and IS poses unique professional challenges that arise from the 

nature of working from and into a contact language rather than an established NSL.   

Interpreters who work from and into IS hold national qualification in at least one NSL; some 

have more than one national qualification.  In addition to fluency in source and target 

languages, interpreters apply cognitive resources and efforts for both comprehension and 

production  (Gile, 2009).  The idea of ñfluencyò in a system that is not a conventional 

language is ill-suited, therefore ñcommunicative skillò may be a more appropriate term. There 

is no established benchmark for communicative skill in IS, although some preliminary 

discussions are taking place within different stakeholder circles. This makes research 

endeavors such as the present one all the more timely.  Given these descriptions about 
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challenges interpreters manage to create meaningful messages in IS, questions surrounding 

the communicative effectiveness of IS remain unanswered. 

Later in §2.3.7, intuitions from a survey of interpreter practitioners who work with IS 

are reported. These offer insights into what IS users consider to be relevant to effective IS.  

 

2.1.4 The Rosenstock study 

There is one other study that investigates interpreted IS data; however, the approach is 

slightly different. Rosenstockôs doctoral dissertation (2004) examines comprehension as well 

as IS linguistic structures. The work is primarily a linguistic analysis of IS created by 

conference interpreters.  Rosenstock also administered a computerized, multiple-choice 

comprehension test from selected segments of her interpreted IS data to international and US 

students at Gallaudet University. Her research is reported from a cognitive linguistic frame 

rather than from a translation and interpreting studies perspective.  The studyôs emphasis is 

primarily a description of structures observed in the data and it provides an analysis of 

linguistic elements, using Liddellôs (2003) work on ASL real space blending. (The same 

framework is assumed in this current study, and discussed in Chapter 3.) She poses that IS 

functions as a lingua franca, and reports that similar grammatical devices found in natively 

occurring SLs are observed in IS target messages constructed by interpreters. These are 

depicting and indicating verbs, iconicity and metaphor in lexicon, as well as numerous spatial 

ways of grammatically structuring IS utterances, including buoys, tokens, and gesture-like 

surrogates. She describes the numerical and fingerspelling system and an inventory of 

handshapes, and reports that some IS signs are shared across different SL families, as noted 

by native users of several SLs. The description is broad, with examples of several NSL-type 

features observed in IS; however, their distribution in IS discourse is not assessed and details 

about IS sign tokens and types are not given. 

In a later work, Rosenstock (2008) presents examples from her 2004 dissertation 

dataset where interpreters rely on iconic representations in their target IS. She posits that IS 

structure is iconically motivated in lexicon and grammar and that iconicity and economy 

(following Haiman, 1983) compete in IS on discourse-pragmatic, syntactic, and lexical levels. 

Rosenstockôs examples of reductions, omissions, and repetitions (among other meaning-

making decisions) by interpreters support her argument regarding competing motivations in 

IS interpretersô constructions, and they reflect coping mechanisms noted by the above studies 

on interpretersô IS strategies. She aligns this with Haimanôs (1983) work that illustrates 

competing motivations of iconicity and economy in grammatical constructions. Interpreters 



Chapter 2 Literature Review 

 31 

construct unfamiliar concepts more transparently (iconic motivation) rather than reduce 

familiar concepts to a more opaque form. The latter is due to economic motivation.  

Providing examples from the 2004 dataset, Rosenstock reports IS constructions by 

interpreters that are simplified, semantically-related to the intended referent, or are reductions 

or superordinate forms for specific source language words. For example, the sign meaning 

[GROUP] is used to imply the source language idea, ñbusinessò or ñorganizationò. She gives 

evidence of simplified complex phrase structures and reduced fixed phrases to indicate 

economic motivation behind interpreters reduced constructions or omissions.  Rosenstock 

reports that IS interpreters also reduplicate signs to express plurality, or intensity of action, as 

well as present actions in chronological order. In addition she notes expansions from English 

words into longer phrases in IS, which at times are iconic demonstrations (surrogate actions) 

to visibly show a concept that has no established sign in IS (2008:145).  (Iconicity in IS is 

discussed further in 3.2.1.) 

 Haiman (1983) elaborated on comparative expressions of reflexive verbs, causative 

constructions, and clauses with indirect and direct objects that were reductions or regroupings 

of one another (within the same language). Notably, he demonstrates that different, yet 

synonymous expressions, whose distinctions are motivated by coordination reduction, will 

not be completely synonymous (within the same language).  Therefore, IS expressions, in 

their attempt to be equivalent (and synonymous) constructions of the intended message of a 

conventional source language, may vary with successfully communicating equivalent content. 

The Rosenstock study (2004) is the only prior research on IS comprehension to date 

assessing comprehension of interpreted IS recorded at an international conference in the 

United States.  The findings indicate that IS has varying degrees of intelligibility by deaf 

audience members, particularly with differences in performance measures between Euro-

American participants, and those from non-Western or North American origins.  The average 

performance on multiple-choice questions across all participants was 54%, with ASL signers 

performing on average around 74% for interpreted IS.  The study used recorded video clips 

from interpreters rendering conference lectures into IS at the international Deaf Way II 

conference in 2002 held in Washington, DC. All of the interpreters in the stimulus IS videos 

were users of either ASL or BSL. There were interesting findings regarding comprehension of 

interpreted IS and directly signed IS, as well as comprehension of ASL as a second language. 

Further along in this dissertation (§2.3.5), I discuss the comprehension testing and results 

from the Rosenstock study in more detail as it informs the design of the current project 

(outlined in the methodology sections in Chapter 4, §4.4). Mentioned in the introduction, I 

will refer to this prior work frequently. 
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Rosenstock also was the first to provide quantitative information about IS lexicon 

(used by interpreters) and made a comparison of sign forms across 15 different SLs.   There 

were interesting findings as well as some limitations to her study, both of which receive 

further attention in a discussion about IS lexicon in the next section (§2.1.5).  A lexical 

analysis is carried out in this current project (Chapter 5) and in order to establish a framework 

for the approach applied, the next section focuses on lexicon and grammar of IS.   

2.1.5 Describing the IS lexicon and grammar 

International Sign does not have a lexicon in the way that a Sign Language does. For 

a signer recounting a narrative in International Sign, choices must constantly be made 

about whether to use a sign from oneôs own Sign Language, or from another Sign 

Language, or whether to use mime, classifiers, or, in a few cases, a sign recognised as 

conventional in International Sign (Allsop et al. 1994, p. 181). 

 

A British based media production, Sign Forward notes several anecdotal opinions 

about IS lexicon-and grammar in its introductory DVD. A Deaf user of IS replied when 

asked, ñWhat is International Sign?ò (translations and bold emphasis mine):  

Whether from Australia, Spain, Russia, North or South America, deaf people use 

International Sign by using visual and spatial information, gesture, and some of oneôs 

own native signs to communicate.  Different people are able to match and understand 

each other by taking parts of their own grammar, and their own language, as well 

as gesturing or using mime. These different SL users adapt their signing style, use a 

one-handed fingerspelling system and find a balance using some signs ð more or less 

ð that may be similar or different from their own native SL. International Sign is an 

interesting, universal way for deaf people around the world to communicate. 

(Signforward Ltd, 2009.) 

 

These observations that IS employs a variety of meaning-making resources (that 

languages have at their disposal) are repeatedly noted in recently reviewed prior work on IS. 

Yet, there is very little known about what exactly is conventional enough to be ñuniversallyò 

understood (as is posited about IS)ð be that in lexicon or grammatical forms. This same 

resource (Sign Forward, 2009) states that IS is not ASL, even when other sources concede 

that Western sign languages contribute productively to the lexical items observed in IS.  The 

quotes above illustrate the vagaries of IS.  In particular, there does not seem to be any clear 

documentation about which of ñoneôs own native signsò one might use in IS and moreover, 

whether specific forms contribute to comprehension.  
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Historical descriptions of IS lexicon mention an early attempt to unify signs used in 

international forums in Europe in the 1950s (Moody, 2002, p 15).  IS glossaries are discussed 

in §2.1.6.  In the published literature, the lexicon of IS is referred to in a few studies, often in 

general terms and typically absent of corpus-informed methods. To date, there remains a gap 

in the literature for quantitative and qualitative descriptions of IS sign forms used in 

international contact across a variety of discourse settings.    

The notion of ñsignò is often mentioned without elaboration of what constitutes a 

lexical item and without clear differentiation of sign types that constitute the stream of 

utterances in IS. Signs listed in an IS glossaries propose the idea that there is a small, 

standardized IS vocabulary. However, in the research reviewed thus far, rich lexical material 

is observed in IS contact settings, but it is difficult to know which symbolic forms in IS are 

established lexical signs, and which are gestures, enactments, or depicting types.  Lexical 

items are also described as being borrowed signs from native SLs (Woll, 1990; Locker 

McKee & Napier, 2002; Rosenstock, 2004) Signs are lexical contributions from the 

interlocutors in the setting or signs established through conventional use or negotiated 

agreement.  

 Lexical signs in IS are described as simplified and small in number and are often the 

most transparent, iconic signs (Moody, 2002; Allsop et al., 1994; Rosenstock, 2008).  Noted 

above, Allsop et al. describe the use of ñstrings of paraphrasesò (p.181) to expand on ideas 

where there is no equivalent sign in IS. In a later study, Rosenstock (2008) asserts that these 

types of expansions are not necessarily reflections of a lack of corresponding sign in IS, but 

indications of ñdiscourse-pragmatic choices such as a suspected lack of knowledge of the 

topic or the IS interpreterôs attempt to bridge cultural differences.ò (p.141).  

The lexical description of IS includes recent evidence of phonological variation in a 

few of the most frequent IS signs seen in informational videos online (Lang, 2012).  Lang 

offers the highly frequent sign for DEAF, which exhibits four different phonological 

variations in IS. Supalla and Webb (1995) also uncover varied negation signs in their data: 

two gestures that serve to negate utterances, the borrowed ASL form, NOT, and an 

established Gestuno negation sign, IMPOSSIBLE. Variation is thus evidenced in IS but 

perhaps for different reasons than in NSLs, owing to the fact that a larger number of existing 

forms are borrowed in to the contact situation where IS is used, rather than as a result of inter-

generational usage settings and instances within a NSL using community.  NSLs typically 

exhibit considerable variation in vocabulary and grammar due to language external influences 

(age, gender, social networks, education) such as Northern vs. Southern dialects of Auslan; 

(Johnston & Schembri, 2010) and due to historically-shaped, language internal forces 
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(lexicalization and grammaticalization) (c.f. grammaticalization in ASL, see Wilcox, 2004b; 

Janzen & Schaffer, 2002). 

Spontaneous international contact signing creates inconsistency and an obvious 

challenge to pinpointing a static, established collection of sign forms in IS. However, iconic 

motivation behind lexical choices in IS is cited by many authors (Moody, 2002; Scott-Gibson 

& Ojala, 1994; Woll, 1995; Rosenstock 2004, 2008). Both imagistic iconicity (it 

looks/feels/sounds like what the form represents) and diagrammatic iconicity (expresses 

spatial relationships or metaphoric relationships) are seen in IS lexicon and grammar 

(Rosenstock, 2004, 2008). The lexicon is thus described as highly iconic, with iconicity 

prevailing at all linguistic levels. Iconicity is assumed to aid in comprehension. 

The Rosenstock study identifies 162 sign forms that occur more than five times in her 

data of interpretersô target IS. These frequent forms are reported in a table of English glosses 

but unfortunately video clips demonstrating each form are not included, and the studyôs 

glossing conventions make it difficult to identify the exact form, linguistic type, or semantic 

range of these signs in the dataset.  

  In order to determine the amount of these frequent signs in IS that are common 

across different SLs, Rosenstock showed these signs to users of 15 different SLs. She reports 

that a large number (53%) of signs are shared across several Western SL families, while only 

12% are loans from one single SL. Less than 2% are reportedly unique to IS. It is not 

indicated how many matching parameters were required to consider a sign form a cognate 

between different SLs. The method relied on judgments by these native users who were all 

living in the US for some indeterminate time and likely had already begun learning ASL and 

incorporating it in their daily lives. A criticism of the native user approach comes from what 

is known about interference and attrition in L1.  People who live in a community of foreign 

language users are exposed to (and often learn) the foreign L2. Spoken and SL studies show 

that users of a new L2 are often confused about L1 lexical items when judging L2 and L1 

forms, often demonstrating miscues and interference from L2 lexical itemsð even when they 

think they are using their L1 (Waas, 1996; Yoel, 2007). 

  Methods of comparative lexicostatistics applied to SLs are varied in the literature, 

with mixed endorsement for using the traditional 200 word Swadesh list, or Woodwardôs 

(1978) modified list of core words, or a more random selection of vocabulary items (McKee 

& Kennedy, 2000). One of the reasons given for a modified Swadesh list is the potential for 

overestimation of similarity between SL lexicons given iconic indexical signs (e.g. pronouns). 

Of the highly occurring signs used in IS by interpreters, 24% were shared across 10 out of the 

15 SLs (e.g. HOUSE, TIME) (Rosenstock, 2004, p. 88) and were described by Rosenstock as 
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iconic. It makes sense that the most transparent signs would be selected by IS interpreters in 

order to improve their recognition by audience members, and it appears that given the 53% 

reported similarity, many of the signs are likely transparent to some degree to varied SL users.   

Rosenstock does not indicate whether the frequent IS signs are established lexical 

signs, or gestures, or grammatical function signs. Function signs that contribute to 

grammatical relations, such as points and transition markers are not delineated in the list and 

depictions are not identified as such, although some of this can be deduced from examples in 

her data. The English glosses she uses to name some of these forms suggest the presence of 

pointing signs (e.g., PRO-1 ñfirst person pronounò and POSS ñpossessiveò), gestures (e.g., 

THUMBS-UP) gestures that act as transition markers (WELL), and depicting signs (e.g., 

HEAR-SHRINK). The example HEAR-SHRINK given in the research incorporates what she 

calls a metaphoric morpheme articulated at the ear location. In the framework of this current 

study, that example is best described as a depicting sign.  The form engages a FLATBC 

handshape  that closes or opens up to depict changing quantity of some referent, in this 

example the magnitude of sound available to the ear.  

  IS use in presentations during the past decade may exhibit an increasingly stabilized 

lexicon over the past 20 or 30 years, which can only be verified by historical study.   Pidgins 

arrive at a ñcertain degree of conventionalization and thus have to be learned by non-members 

of the pidgin-using communityò and this would not really apply to IS as ñit is designated to be 

a system of universal accessibilityò (Rosenstock, 2004, p.46).   This designation of IS as a 

universally accessible system is assumed but is not supported by evidence from these studies. 

A standardized, ñWFD SIGNò contact variety is suggested to be the result of ongoing 

negotiation and use over time in 1:1 and larger group meetings of deaf leaders in international 

meetings (Supalla, 2008a). A full linguistic description of sign forms is not available, only 

public resources that suggest IS signs. 

2.1.6 IS Sign Glossaries and Training 

Preoccupation with learning the óvocabularyô of IS signs is evidenced by materials 

published and presented for public consumption. There are a handful of public resources on 

IS lexicon which serve as a response to public demand over the past few decades (outlined in 

§1.3 and §1.4.3). Meanwhile one of the intentions behind creation of dictionary-like sign 

language resources often is to standardize. Johnston (2003b) notes a difference between 

standardizing languages of deaf people versus documenting the languages (and their 

variations.) There are inherent dangers unifying a language through dictionaries, which often 

promote the association of ñstandardò or ñcorrectò varieties of signs with prestige and power. 
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The natural variation inherent in the ongoing evolution of young sign languages (with contact 

effects being a developmental factor) is therefore suppressed. In these early days of a 

naturally occurring SL contact phenomenon such as expository IS, the availability of IS 

dictionaries has potential influence on the forms that may gradually become codified.  

The creation of the Gestuno (BDA, 1975) publication created controversy and the 

glossary of suggested IS signs eventually failed (cf., the artificially created language 

Esperanto). This was mainly due to the inaccessibility of the signsô meanings and an 

imbalance between signs that were arbitrarily borrowed from geographically diverse regions 

(Moody, 2002). Other publicly available IS ñdictionariesò have become available in the past 

two decades. 

Of these current resources, the first is a pictorial sign glossary originally published by 

the British Deaf Society for the WFD, Gestuno: International Sign Language of the Deaf. 

This publication is no longer in print, and most of the 1500 signs in the volume are not 

observed in IS current usage. The few that are currently in IS usage are shared forms across 

several SLs (Rosenstock, 2004). There are recently available digital media products as well as 

intermittent community training endeavors, which aim to provide more information to the 

interested deaf community public about IS lexicon. Currently there are five IS resources 

available,
22

 all of which are collaborations by committee members or individuals creating 

materials for instruction about common lexical signs attributed to IS usage. Rather than true 

dictionaries, they are sign glossaries or digital media that document some vocabulary 

recommendations for communicating in IS. All of them show lexical forms labeled with an 

English or other language word gloss but do not elaborate on meaning or usage. 

Contributing to IS usage are formal trainings evidenced in different communities. 

Regularly practiced pre-conference IS trainings are offered in advance of various international 

events such as WFD Congress in 2011, and the 2009 Summer Deaflympics 2009 (Taiwan). 

Examples of community training efforts that have been offered include a four-week IS 

intensive series in Melbourne in 2011, an IS training workshop in Hong Kong in October 

2011,
23

 a 3-hour IS training by the Association of Sign Language Interpreters of Australia 

(ASLIA) in Melbourne prior to the October 2013 WFD conference in Sydney, among many 

others typically offered before each Deaflympics or WFD event. Lastly, short courses in IS 

                                                      
22

 These print and digital resources are:  1) Gestuno: International Sign Language of the Deaf (WFD 

& British Deaf Society) ïno longer in print, 2) Suggested International Signs for use at the World 

Federation of the Deaf General Assembly, DVD format, (WFD) 3) International Signs: An 

Introduction. DVD format (SignForward LTD), 4) WFD Sign Lexicon (Spanish Association of The 

Deaf) 5) International Sign (DeafPlus, Korea) 
23

 Personal communications with Jenny Lam, IS training presenter and research lecturer at Hong Kong 

University, Aug- Sept 2011.   
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have been given in recent years at Gallaudet University and in the European Master in Sign 

Language Interpreting (EUMASLI) program. 

Because of inconsistency in its description and rising interest in IS training and IS 

interpreter screening, there is a need for systematic documentation of conventional signs that 

comprise the lexicon, as well as the quantity and types of depicting signs, gestures, and other 

rich semiotic elements contributing to effective IS.  By capturing IS sign forms from typical 

usage events, a description is accomplished and continued evaluation can be made to 

characterize variations and changes occurring in the contact system. In this way, linguists, 

practitioners, and community members interested in IS contact signing will be better informed 

than simply going by intuitions. 

In this study, in order to test participants understanding of conventional signs for the 

comprehension tests in Study Two, it is important to identify these sign types in the IS texts 

shown to them, using an established framework. Descriptions of SL lexicons provide some 

guidance in this task (§3.3). Findings about the observed amount of lexical material versus 

depicting, pointing, and gestural elements in expository IS are documented and reported in 

Chapter 5, §5.2).  

2.1.7 Summary 

Thus far I have described prior research about IS, outlining the emergence of the label 

ñISò as a term broadly used to refer to international cross-linguistic SL contact phenomena.  It 

is evident that an expository form of IS ð particularly by deaf presenters and some 

interpreters ð is not well researched, although it is the most frequent type of IS contact with 

some degree of regularity.  A small, emergent lexicon and a variety of semiotic approaches 

appear to create meaning for audiences, some of which resemble NSL lexical and 

grammatical forms.    

The lexicon of this ñgenericò type of IS (Supalla & Webb, 1995: 338) has not been 

fully described but it is characterized as highly gestural and incorporates borrowed signs that 

tend to be iconically transparent and/or shared forms across different SLs.  It is also not 

known whether expository IS exhibits a large number of signs instantiated from individual 

signersô NSLs, or if certain borrowed forms from BSL or ASL are the conventional forms 

regularly used in IS presentations. In the Woll study (1990), it is possible that the other SL 

users would have incorporated many of their own lexical forms rather than BSL, yet it is 

unknown from the published data. The role of NSLs in IS lexicon and comprehension are 

queried in this current study. 
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In Chapter 1 (§1.2), I established the working definition of IS as contact language 

between more than 2 different SL users that occurs in the form of expository, formal 

discourses.  Before moving on to a review of SL discourse comprehension and an elaboration 

on the comprehension section of the Rosenstock study (2004), it is relevant to review 

literature on sign language contact phenomena, to situate expository IS within the boundaries 

of a type of contact language. 

2.2 Previous Research: Language Contact  

 In the language contact literature, much is written about spoken languages in changing 

communities affected by immigration and emigration patterns.  Scholars elaborate upon 

sociocultural, and economic shifts that influence the languages in contact (Heine & Kuteva, 

2005; Mufwene, 2007; 2008; Thomason & Kaufman, 1988: Thomason, 2001). Sign 

languages in contact have not been the subject of research investigation until recently 

(Quinto-Pozos, 2007, Moreover, there is a lack of distinction in the limited literature between 

IS and other forms of sign language contact  

 IS used in conference presentations is an example of language contact that is not 

easily characterized by typical definitions of contact phenomena, such as creoles and pidgins.  

This is because the social and linguistic contexts of IS are markedly different than those of 

pidgin and creole phenomena.  In the subsequent sections below (2.2.1ï 2.2.3) I present more 

elaborate discussion about linguistic and social influences in language contact, and compare 

expository IS with L2 learning.  Provided as a summary overview, Table 4 below presents 

contextual, social, and linguistic features of spoken language pidgins, creoles, and L2 

learning, juxtaposed with what is known about IS.  A comparison of contact language types 

suggests that the social context of IS presents as a complex contact language situation that is 

different from pidgins and creoles and from second language learning.  IS is not a stable, daily 

form of communication in any one geographic community. It involves more than two signed 

languages in temporary, limited contact situations and can vary depending on the 

communication context and the size and language profiles of the users in contact. It is 

therefore reasonable to characterize it as a unique example of language contact. 
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Table 4 Features of pidgins, creoles, L2 learning and IS contact 

 

Supalla and Webbôs (1995) characterization of IS as an òadvancedò pidgin is based on 

what they observed to be inflections for person and number, and other examples of 

morphological complexity in IS presentations by two deaf conference lecturers. Supalla and 

Webb claim that evidence of complex, developed features in IS is not typically present in 

simple trade pidgins, which gives IS more communicative potential.  Pidgin creation is 

characterized by simplifications into reduced vocabulary, absence of bound morphology, and 

a limited range of syntactic structures (Winford, 2003).  Basic pidgins typically do not exhibit 

complex forms unless they develop further to be characterized as expanded pidgins or even 

vernaculars (Mufwene, 2007, p. 7). 

 However, recent examples of spoken language pidgins also show evidence of 

advanced restructuring, including borrowed, marked features as a result of interference
24

.  

                                                      
24

 Thomason, 2001 offers several case examples where marked borrowing occurs in language contact, 

such as with clicks in southern Bantu, among others which indicate that language contact may not 
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Contact phenomena in spoken languages are shown to be complex, with volumes devoted to 

the topic in the past few decades (Thomason, 2001; Winford, 2003). SLs are linguistically 

complex in their own way, owing to the visual gestural modality. (A cognitive description of 

lexico-grammar and the productive nature of SLs and their sub lexical components are 

elaborated on in §3.3.1.) Contact phenomena between SLs and spoken languages are different 

from spoken language contact pidgins.  In spoken language contact, grammar comes from the 

substrate and lexicon from a superstrate (e.g. French and an African indigenous language 

created Haitian Creole).  In SL-spoken language contact such as with English-influenced 

signing
25

 in the US, the grammar often comes from the superstrate English and the lexifier is 

ASL (Fischer, 1996 in Quinto-Pozos, 2007), but not always. Contact signing between English 

and ASL also can exhibit grammatical features of the substrate, ASL, such as the use of eye 

gaze or space to establish referents, or the simultaneous occurrence of English mouthings with 

ASL forms (Lucas, 1994). 

It is expected that SL contact varieties will incorporate elaborate means for 

constructing meaning that are informed by both superstrate and substrate elements from the 

languages in the mix.  In IS, it is unclear which languages in contact (signed or spoken) 

contribute to the lexicon and which contribute to grammatical forms and whether any of the 

constructions are fully understood by mixed signing audiences. However, lexical signs that 

are common to several different signed languages appear in interpreterôs presentation IS, and 

it also incorporates ways of making meaning that  (such as use of topographic and referential 

space) resemble several other observed NSL features (Rosenstock, 2004), I take the stance 

that expository lecture IS is form of sign language contact that is under described.  

Rosenstock characterized IS as a lingua franca stating, ñUsers of IS are generally not 

in longstanding contact with each other and the system is assumed to rely on nonce creations 

and contextual loans, rather than an increasingly stabilized lexiconò (Rosenstock, 2004, p. 

47). Expository IS appears to function like a lingua franca since it ñis adopted as 

a common language between speakers whose native languages are differentò (Oxford 

University Press, 2015).
26

  However, a lingua franca is typically a third fully conventional 

language that users of two different languages resort to in order to communicate; the third 

language may be a known second language to the individuals or group of interlocutors. 

                                                                                                                                                                      

always result in simplification, more ñnatural and less markedò, but that it may become even less 

natural and more marked (p. 65). 
25

 English-influenced ASL has been also known by terms such as Pidgin Signed English (PSE) (see 

Woodward, 1973) and a third system, contact signing (CS) (see Lucas & Valli, 1994),  
26

 Oxford English dictionary, URL: http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/different - 

different__3; Retrieved April 27, 2015. 

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/different#different__3
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/different#different__3
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Although IS shows some conventionalization, it lacks a stable community of users and to date 

has not been shown to be an effective, stable linguistic system.  

At this point, there is insufficient investigation and evidence to make claims about 

ease of comprehension or patterns for meaning-making in an IS contact (or any other SL 

contact) system operates.  Much more research is needed in both areas ð comprehension and 

meaning-making ð to be able to draw connections between the two.  

2.2.1 Linguistic Influences in Language Contact 

  Language contact is defined as ñthe use of more than one language in the same place 

at the same timeò (Thomason, 2001:1), although it is recognized that people do not need to be 

in the same place and language contact still occurs.  Examples include religious writings, 

popular music and media, and the Internet.  Religious writing in Latin and Classical Arabic 

has had contact influence on modern languages spoken by varied Muslims; English is 

exported throughout the world via literature, the Internet and popular media, and opportunities 

for language learning via the World Wide Web are numerous (Thomason, 2001).    

 Contact language phenomena are often characterized by the voluntary and involuntary 

movement of groups of people and intermingling of daily living and trade.  In this sense all 

SLs are typically subject to contact influence by spoken languages, simply given the fact that 

deaf communities are situated within surrounding spoken, written language communities. 

Therefore SLs in contact are involuntary first cousins to the effects of spoken-SL contact.  

Twenty years ago, Lucas noted this fact when she wrote, 

For example the Italian Sign Language (LIS) sign NEVER is a lexicalized 

fingerspelled sign, related to the spoken Italian word mai. The handshape is i, 

representative of the last letter of the written Italian word.  American ASL users in 

contact with LIS users may learn and use this sign and use it in conversation with ASL-

LIS bilinguals. It is the result of spoken-sign contact and gets used in sign-sign contact 

situations. (Lucas, 1994: 262) 

 

  Research into the influence of spoken languages on SLs gives evidence of structural 

intrusion and linguistic borrowing of lexical items into SLs (Lucas & Valli, 1992; Miller, 

2001).  Other effects are interference and foreigner talk such ñcontact signingò or signed 

English (Lucas & Valli, 1992) and code-switching (Hauser, 2000; Quinto-Pozos, 2002). 

Spoken language mouthings occur in a variety of ways:  in simultaneity with signs (Boyes 

Braem, 2000), over more than one sign (Crasborn, van der Kooij, Waters, Woll, & Mesch, 

2008), and in other manifestations of contact effects.  Spanish mouthings can co-occur with 
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ASL forms, English mouthings occur with Mexican Sign Language (LSM) forms (Quinto-

Pozos, 2002, 2007:10), and there are examples of loan translations in BSL from 

misunderstood lip-read English wordsðsuch as the signs PISTOL or PETROL to refer to the 

town of Bristol in BSL (Stamp, Schembri, Fenlon, Rentelis, Woll, & Cormier, 2013; 40).    

  Written and spoken borrowings can manifest at the phonological level (such as when 

lexicalized signs borrow the first initial of a semantically equivalent written word) or at the 

lexical level (fingerspelled words), as well as via semantic borrowings or loan translations 

(Lucas & Valli, 1992; Miller, 2001; Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999; Brentari, 2001). They can 

also appear in lexical mouth-patterning, such as the partial lexical accompaniment to the ASL 

signs FINISH (mouthing: ófishô) and HAVE (mouthing: óa/evô) (Davis, 1989; Lucas, 1994). 

These are a hybrid form, which combine structures from two languages, similar to the spoken 

NZ English example ñM«oridomò
27

 (Macalister, 2005 cited in McKee, McKee, Smiler, & 

Pointon, 2007). The numerous types of language contact described by the literature do not 

allow for clear-cut classification of IS under any one of these types, because as has been 

noted, characteristics of each can be seen in different situational examples of SL contact.   

 There has not been any study of the ways that SL grammars influence one another in a 

contact setting.  SL grammars are the subject of much theoretical discussion, with difficulty 

arising from the use of varied terminology and mixed agreement on approaches to the 

description of SL phenomena. There are numerous examples of the ways spoken language 

grammatical structure affects SLs, such as when well-meaning educators create manual codes 

to teach deaf people written forms of spoken language.  ñContact signingò is a term that has 

been used to describe the influences of English on ASL (Lucas & Valli, 1989), which is has 

been referred to as a type of pidgin among Deaf communities in the United States (Woodward 

1973). Signed English is another term that describes this type of ASL-influenced signing, 

characterized by English word order and signs that are articulated with borrowed first letter 

English letters into their articulation.  Signed English not only refers to signing in English 

word order, but it also categorizes individual signs in Auslan that are listed in a dictionary 

created by hearing and deaf educators in Australia.
28

  In Taiwan, signed Mandarin is a form of 

                                                      
27

 A term that means, ñof or related to the Maori people of New Zealand of Polynesian- Melanesian 

descent, or their language or cultureò from The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English 

Language, Fourth Edition copyright 2000 by Houghton Mifflin Company. Updated in 2009.  

 
28

 From personal conversations with interpreters and Deaf Auslan teachers about what they mean by 

ñSigned Englishò;it appears that the term is used in a slightly different way in Australia than what I 

was accustomed to in my home community in the US.  Some of these signs bear no resemblance to 

English formational interference, and are documented examples from within Deaf community usage 

settings. The addition of created forms by deaf and non-deaf educators into the Dictionary of 

Australasian Signs (VCD, 1989) for use in teaching Signed English, marks all of the entries as Signed 
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manually coded spoken/written language where Taiwanese signs follow grammatical order of 

Mandarin Chinese; this is distinguished from the naturally occurring sign language (Smith, 

1987; Sasaki, 2007).   

2.2.2 Sociological Influences in Language Contact 

 Situations that create language contact phenomena between groups and individuals are 

varied.  These are through trade, war, intermarriage, and individual travel and exchange.  

Another impetus for language contact that is relevant to Deaf communities, and particularly 

so in the case of IS, is through what Thomason identifies as ñlearnèd contactò (Thomason, 

2001:21).  The most widely known historical examples are the languages of diplomacy used 

by educated people, such as Latin, Greek, and other European languages.  In the modern 

world of education, business, diplomacy, culture, and Internet exchange, English is a widely 

known language in varied degrees of proficiency.  Learnèd use of it by millions for varied 

purposes is cultural and economic currency (Crystal, 2003).   

  Sociolinguistic factors are shown to affect the way deaf people communicate, either 

through assertion of Deaf identity by using an NSL (i.e. ASL) or by adhering to perceived 

situational formality or unfamiliarity with their interlocutor and therefore communicating with 

contact signing (Lucas & Valli, 1990: 298).  It is also well known and commented by others 

that ASL and BSL have influenced the languages of foreign countries in Africa and Asia 

through education and missionary work, as well as continued influence of ñlearnèd contactò 

with ASL via international programs and leadership graduates of Gallaudet University (Woll, 

Sutton-Spence & Elton, 2001).  Foreign forms are also sometimes more highly valued and 

therefore borrowing is one type of contact effect, such as the borrowing of Kenyan SL (KSL) 

into Ugandan SL (USL) after a period when educated deaf persons returned to Uganda from 

higher education institutions in Kenya (Lule & Wallin, 2010).  Describing the transmission of 

SLs in Mediterranean Europe, Quer, Mazzoni, and Sapountzaki (2010) note that major urban 

centers in Rome, Athens, Madrid and Barcelona helped maintain and develop each countryôs 

NSL, mainly due to the situation of deaf schools in these urban cities. They note,   

Nowadays, many signers have been exposed to foreign sign languages, mainly ASL, 

but also other European sign languages and International Sign (IS). In Spain Catalan 

signers have at least passive knowledge of LSE.  This does not mean that there is a 

sign language bilingual situation in Catalonia, as LSC is the sign language used by 

Catalan signers almost exclusively. This is, for instance reflected in the curriculum for 

interpreter training in Catalonia, which devotes most of the sign language proficiency 

                                                                                                                                                                      

Englishò by community members, regardless of whether some actually originated within their 

community. 
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hours to LSC, with some additional LSE and IS learning (p. 98-99).  

 Many ASL video materials are available in Web-based video repositories such as 

YouTube.  Websites hosted in different countries stream Internet media for exchange of ideas 

and information.  A query of YouTube video archives in February 2013 using the search 

phrase, ñAmerican Sign Languageò prompted 292,000 results.  A search for videos bearing 

the tag ñBritish Sign Languageò came up with 60,700 results.  ñL²ngua Brasileira de Sinais 

returned 9,300 items and Brazilian Sign Language 2,750 video items. ñJapanese Sign 

Languageò resulted in 4,000 and ñ ò  returned 543, while ñAuslanò came up 

with 2,740.
29

   

 All of these factors impact the international contact between Deaf people, since they 

are subject to language contact trends occurring within their surrounding spoken language 

communities.  Political changes also impact SLs used by deaf people in different ways.  A 

lexical study of Taiwanese Sign Language (TSL) indicated evidence of influence from JSL on 

modern TSL, which stemmed from periods of Japanese occupation between 1895 and 1945 

and influence from and Chinese Sign Language (CSL) beginning in 1949 from contact with 

deaf mainland China refugees (Sasaki, 2007).  In terms of SLs in contact and the case of IS, 

Hoyer reported on the situation in Albania, where external aid to a changing Communist 

country brought foreign forms into the long suppressed Deaf community.  As a result IS signs 

now appear in Albanian Sign Language (AlbSL) (Hoyer, 2007).  

2.2.3 SL contact types distinguished from L2 language acquisition. 

 

  Characteristics of SLs that influence SLs in contact and comprehension can be found 

in works on languages in contact.  In this section, I make some clarifications about 

terminology, namely language contact, pidgins and L1 and L2 language acquisition.    

  At times it is difficult to discern contact phenomena from features of second language 

learning.  Early studies in the US on what was called ñPidgin Sign Englishò (PSE) identified 

features that result from contact between spoken and SLs, and features resulting from second-

language acquisition (Lucas & Valli, 1989).  Language contact phenomena involve a variety 

of structural and linguistic outcomes, and are influenced by the status of the languages in 

contact, such as interlocutorsô attitudes, characteristics and bilingual skill, among other 

variables (Lucas & Valli, 1992).  Contact between two SLs involves lexical borrowing, 

                                                      
29

 A query of the English phrase, ñInternational Sign ólanguageôò prompted (121,000) results; 

however, only two-thirds of the hits show content related to IS phenomenon, with varied examples of 

what presenters term ñInternational Sign (language)ò. It is likely that other queries in different 

languages (i.e. Spanish or Japanese) may return additional video examples of IS.  
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foreigner talk, code switching and interference, and the development of pidgins, creoles and 

mixed systems (following Ferguson & DeBose, 1977; in Lucas & Valli, 1992).   It is shown 

that signers quickly adapt their signing style depending on their interlocutor.  Contact 

phenomena result from communicative accommodation where interlocutors exhibit degrees of 

convergence and divergence from each other (Giles, 1973).  IS signers and audience members 

are in a unique situation where numerous languages are in contact, and the communication is 

not targeted towards features of any one SL as an L2, but towards features that are assumed to 

be understood in all SLs (discussed in the next section §2.2.4). 

  Second language acquisition research is based on the normative status of monolingual 

L1 users who develop their L1 natively from birth and who go on to learn a second language.  

Second language learning may arise as a result of relocation or some other reason for ongoing 

L2 exposure.  Studies of L2 acquisition are situated in theories of language interference and 

interlanguage phenomena. There is evidence of features of L1 attrition in situations where L2 

replaces an L1 and where L1 and L2 coexist (Grosjean, 1989). Within deaf communities there 

are non-deaf, hearing people who are in varied stages of learning the local NSL as a L2 and 

who have English or another spoken language as a native L1.  This is because a large 

percentage of deaf people do not begin learning a sign language until later in life.  It is 

estimated that less than 5% of deaf people learn their sign language (i.e. ASL) as a first 

language from deaf parents (Fischer, 1978; Schen & Delk, 1974 cited in Newport, 1999). Low 

numbers of native SL learning has been reported for many users of community or urban SLs 

in Australia and England (Schembri, Cormier, Fenlon, & Johnston, 2013), Europe, Latin 

America, and Africa (Brentari, 2010). A sociolinguistic reality of imperfect learning of oneôs 

native SL impacts L2 learning as well. Imperfect learning of oneôs L1 complicates 

phenomena where SLs are in contact.   

 The term pidgin is derived from the English word business (Winford, 2003, p.268), 

which is a reflection of the trade context normally associated with pidgins.  Other types of 

simplified language such as foreigner talk, imperfect L2 learning, and idiosyncratic use of 

interlanguage are distinguished from pidgins because pidgins have some conventionalization 

that learners aim to grasp (Winford, 2003; 269).   A majority of pidgins are based in the 

lexical material of a source language (the lexifier language), with the pidgin seeming to be a 

rough attempt at learning the lexifier language as a second language (L2).  However, for 

many trade pidgins in history, ñcreators of the pidgin were not [aiming to] learn the other 

groupôs language, but to forge some limited practical means of communication. Once it was 

established, this compromise system, and not the lexifier language, became the target of 

learning for later arrivals on the sceneò (Winford p. 279), (bold emphasis mine.) 
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IS (in this studyôs definition- see §1.2) appears on the surface to behave as a trade 

pidgin because it lacks native speakers and is used as a lingua franca for restricted 

information exchange functions.  However there IS is used by interlocutors that may have 

imperfect L1 learning (lack of exposure to their local SL), and the economic and political 

exchange of trade information is not extensive or regular enough as is the case with true trade 

pidgins. Further, there is mixed review in the literature whether pidgins, extended pidgins, 

and creoles all show reduced vocabulary and structure (Winford, 2003, p. 270). Rosenstock 

argues that IS is not a pidgin due to its more expanded features of SL grammatical elements. 

Nonetheless, IS does present as a ñtarget of learningò to newcomers, much like a second 

language,  given broad intrigue with it and efforts to teach it, which was discussed in §1.4.3. 

Although ASL and BSL forms are seen in IS in some international settings, practitioners who 

use IS propose that using forms from oneôs NSL should be avoided, and that aiming for 

gestural constructions that are iconic will be more effective.
30

  The aim of communicating in 

IS is therefore not explicitly about learning ASL or BSL as a second language, but aimed at 

finding the optimal mix of elements that will be understandable to an audience of varied SL 

origins, if it is possible.  

Studies in interlanguage identify communication strategies that learners of a second 

language apply in the interim as they acquire and attempt to understand the L2 (Tarone 1980; 

Sasaki, 1991). It is known from studies on L2 acquisition that when people attempt to 

understand a second-language, they bring their L1-based processing strategies for 

comprehending (Sasaki, 1991). Sasakiôs work showed that L2 learners transfer an 

interpretation strategy from their L1 based on lexical semantics rather than syntax or 

grammar.  

In SLs, different language-specific articulation of phonemes, such as handshape or 

orientation may create potential for interference.  Signers in contact may realize a sign with an 

ñaccentò, given an altered articulation of a handshape, and may not integrate the phoneme 

correctly, mistaking it for a different sign. In Auslan the sign DIFFERENT resembles the 

ASL sign DIFFERENT, however the starting and ending palm orientations are not the same. 

These subtle differences may be perceived as an articulatory accent. Substituting a lexical 

sign during contact, such as replacing the ASL sign WHAT for the Auslan sign WHAT might 

create misunderstanding. The ASL form, WHAT?, resembles the Auslan form meaning 

WHERE? Accidental intrusions that are temporary slips are characterized as less systematic 

examples of interferences, whereas an accent is more systematic (Grosjean, 1989).   

                                                      
30

 In April 2011, my survey of 45 IS interpreters resulted in a large percentage of responses that 

indicate this belief, that more effective IS is richer in gesture and classifier (depicting) verbs.  
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In a study of heterogeneous, RSL L1, deaf Russian immigrants to Israel, Yoel (2007) 

demonstrates that unintentional code-switching and temporary replacement of L1 lexical signs 

or phrases with L2 forms occurs as an interim solution when the L1 form is temporarily 

inaccessible, as well as more permanent replacement over time (p.171).  What these studies 

imply for SLs in contact, is that a signerôs L1 lexicon will interfere with comprehension of 

another language system. 

ASL users who come in contact with or attempt to learn a second SL, such as BSL or 

Auslan, will find that numerous lexical forms are similar, yet the meanings they reference are 

completely different.  Figure 1 shows examples of these cross-linguistic form-meaning 

mismatches: CHAIR(ASL)-FATHER(AUSLAN), SAME(ASL)-WHICH(AUSLAN), 

PAPER(ASL)-HAPPY(AUSLAN), and SOCK(ASL)-LEARN(AUSLAN).  The last example 

also is the LSM sign for HERMANOS or BROTHER (Quinto-Pozos, 2008). 

    

a) CHAIR-FATHER   b) SAME-WHICH    c) PAPER-HAPPY   d) SOCK-LEARN 

(Images credit: Auslan Signbank; Retrieved at https:// http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/) 

Figure 1 Potential form-meaning mismatches across ASL and Auslan  

 

SLs are characterized as having rich, simultaneous and multi-channeled constructions. It 

has been posited that lexico-grammatical elements (see Chapter 3) shared across SLs may 

provide transparency in contact phenomena between SLs. Several cross-linguistic 

comparisons of structures in SLs have been made, and a few are presented in the next section.  

2.2.4 Characteristics of SLs ï similarities and differences  

It is proposed that the phenomena resulting from SL contact are influenced by at least 

three characteristics of languages in the visual-spatial modality.  These are the prevalence of 

iconicity, the presence of gestural resources, and the interlingual structural similarity of SLs 

(Quinto-Pozos, 2007:14).  In Chapter 3, I outline theoretical considerations in this study for 

the description of meaning-making in SLs and include discussion of iconicity (§3.2.1) and 

gesture in SLs (§3.2.2), particularly as they relate to IS constructions and comprehension.  

 It is important to point to what is known about structural similarity in studied SLs 

from cross-linguistic studies. I note in this section several shared characteristics of SLs that 
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may be exploited in IS contact, and that may also be problematic in a system that aims to 

convey ideas with assumed similar constructions. SLs differ in as many ways as they are 

similar.   

It has been discussed in the review of prior IS research that a small percentage of signs 

may be shared by related and unrelated SLs.  Some are engaged in IS communication by 

interpreters (Rosenstock, 2004). Sign forms may be shared between two related SLs, and 

unrelated SLs can exhibit a similarly articulated sign for the same concept, likely due to 

shared symbolism and iconicity. However, a languageôs established lexicon marks one 

distinction between SLs, illustrated by the ASL-AUSLAN examples above in Figure 1 and by 

findings in cross-linguistic lexical studies (Woodward, 1991; Woll, 1984; McKee & Kennedy, 

2000; Guerra Currie, 2002; Johnston, 2003a; Al -Fityani & Padden, 2008). Depending on the 

coding method and the types of signs (whether one includes number signs), estimates of sign 

similarities between SLs range from 23-40% to as high as 80% for SLs that are known to be 

genetically related.  Established, conventional lexicon provides substantive and semantic 

specificity of symbolic forms (signs) in a signed utterance (discussed in chapter 3).  When a 

contact language such as expository IS incorporates established signs from lexifier languages 

in the mix, the chances of sign forms being recognized by interlocutors is not fully known.   

While lexical signs and the handshape inventories of various SLs may differ, there are 

also a number of common features observed in many SLs (Sutton-Spence & Woll , 1999). 

Characteristics of some SLs that are similar are:  non-manual question markers (Zeshan 

2004), use of prototypically universal handshapes and places of articulation (Klima & Bellugi, 

1979); restrictions of asymmetrical two-handed signs (Sandler & Lillo -Martin, 2006); 

morphological processes that can be simultaneous or sequential (e.g. Aronoff, Meir  & 

Sandler, 2005); and the use of space and movement to signify referents in action through 

depiction (e.g. Liddell, 2003).  

SLs share the use of non-manual markers for sentence types and negative clauses, 

although usage constraints are different in the SLs in which they are observed (Zeshan 2004, 

2008). Some SLs such as German SL (DGS) require a non-manual headshake in the negated 

utterance, where for others, this is not obligatory but optional, as in the case of Turkish SL 

(TID) where the negation manual sign is required for grammaticality. While also optional, it 

cannot be replaced by the non-manual headshake (Zeshan, 2008: p.680). Non-manual markers 

for sentence types are also noted to be different between SLs that are historically related, such 

as ASL and LSM (Quinto, 1999 & Eatough, 2000, cited by Quinto-Pozos, 2008). A backward 

head tilt occurs in LSM for wh-question signs and during other signs in an utterance, where 

furrowed brows accompany ASL wh-questions.  
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 Although lexical items and the full inventory of possible handshapes that construct 

sign languages vary in type and distribution ð just as phonemes vary in spoken languages ð 

there are common phonemic elements found in many SLs (Woll & Sutton-Spence, 1999). For 

example, all SLs utilize a small set of prototypical universal handshapes (Battison, 1978), 

detailed as the B,A,S,C,O,1,5 handshapes, but SLs have their own inventory as well as 

language-specific phonological rule constraints (Hohenberger, 2007).   

 Potentially confounding factors for understanding a contact SL system like IS may 

arise from what is shown in judgments about sign segmentation. When shown unfamiliar 

phonemic inventories and combinations, signers use the rules of their own sign language to 

make sign segmentation decisions (Brentari & Wilbur, 2006). A comparative analysis of word 

segmentation judgments between users of ASL, Croatian SL (HZJ) or Austrian SL (ÖGS) 

indicated differences in what may be considered lexical ñwordò units.  Deciphering an IS 

message may lead to potentially incorrect understanding or miscuing of a minimal symbolic 

unit.   

SLs are characterized as having complex simultaneous morphology (Aronoff, Meir, 

Sandler, 2005), whether one describes them as inflectional and agreement-based, or 

directional, modifiable and spatial (Liddell, 2003). The use of space and movement to 

organize and signify referents is one of the commonalities shared by all SLs, and these 

processes are referred to in varied terms, such as figure-ground relations which indicate and 

direct actions (Liddell, 2003) or categorical which identify constituent role (noun, verb, 

subject, object, etc.). The regular development of inflectional morphology is faster in SLs 

than in SpkLs, mainly due to the motivated, spatial representations of source, goal, theme, 

path and size or shape of an object. (Aronoff et al., 2005: 304).  A quick ability to modify 

forms may occur quite regularly in IS constructions and contribute to comprehensibility of IS 

lectures, although this factor is not assessed here.  

Depicting signs are one type of symbolic unit in NSLs (and in IS) that instruct the 

perceiver to construe a representation of a thing, or a process, or both (Wilcox, 2004a). (See 

Chapter 3 discussion.) The productive sublexical forms available in signed languages that are 

often similar can map imagistic reference to objects, and they are a source of potentially 

meaningful symbols in IS contact. Users of unrelated SLs and in some cases, non-signing 

gesturers employ similar systematic handshapes and movement constructions to refer to 

objects and motion events (Schembri, 2001); however, in the Rosenstock study, non-signers 

only understood 25% of depicting sign-centered test questions. SL users gained more than 

non-signers from depicting type signs in IS (as shown by average comprehension results of 

79% for depicting verb questions). This aligned with evidence for a linguistic effect on signed 
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language (ASL) usersô interpretation of handshape (classifiers) that differs from the way they 

are interpreted by hearing, non-signers (Emmorey & Herzig, 2003). In the study by Emmorey 

and Hertzig, spatial locations were interpreted as gradient, analogue representations by both 

deaf and hearing participants. Yet, in the same study it was noted that Deaf people 

distinguished between large or small necklace medallions but the hearing participants did not 

(p. 238), providing evidence that only those with conventional knowledge can recognize the 

continuum of handshapes in the linguistic system. Depicting signs and their productive 

elements in IS and their contribution to IS comprehension are therefore considered in this 

study. 

  Although all SLs use space to organize referents, frame of reference and perspective-

taking from observer or from a birds-eye diagrammatic view is shown to be different from 

one SL to another (Emmorey, 2002; Arik, 2008). Not all SLs use spatial references the same. 

For instance, Kata Kolok (a village SL used in northern Bali) employs spatial reference that is 

absolute, rather than arbitrary (Marsaja, 2008, in Zeshan, 2008). Referents established in 

absolute space are placed in relation to their real-world location, not token assignments. 

Hence, the information encoded in a spatial reference is highly contextual, and interlocutors 

must be aware of exact locations in relation to themselves of peopleôs homes and their 

livestock being discussed (Zeshan, 2008). 

  Other differences are shown in cross-linguistic research on the semantics of 

possession, where different categories are subject to SL-specific constraints, and are 

expressed as being possessed in different ways (Zeshan, 2008). In TID, some possession signs 

are restricted to large, inanimate objects and several alternate forms of possession apply to 

smaller items, as well as special patterns for familial relations or body parts (p. 285). 

Observed regularly in expository IS, a singular lexical form HAVE (borrowed from BSL) 

may not easily be realized for all audience members who are accustomed to more specific 

structures around possession.  

In addition, it is shown in many SLs that signers articulate mouthed words of the 

surrounding spoken language of the signing community simultaneously with signs (Quinto-

Pozos, 2008, among others). At times mouthings disambiguate concepts (Lucas & Valli, 

1992) such as signing HOUSE (plural) while mouthing ñvillageò.  Mouthings also help 

construct complex utterances such as signing the word for [BREAD] while mouthing the 

spoken word [TO EAT] (Crasborn et al. 2008). Mouthings of spoken language words with 

signs show increasingly in younger generations of deaf people in African countries who have 

more opportunities for upward mobility and contact (Lule & Wallin, 2010). The long oralist 

history influencing deaf education influences an effect on deaf peoplesô use of speech reading 
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in their SL communication. Spoken language mouth patterns are likely to confound the 

semiotic stream for IS audience members who do not recognize foreign spoken language lip 

patterns. 

 In summary, while there are similarities noted across SLs, there are complexities that 

arise from differences between SLs in many communities, whether Western or non-Western 

and village communities.  Many factors that influence IS comprehensibility arise when one 

considers all of the potentially confounding issues that might impact SLs in contact.  

2.2.5 Expository IS as a genre-specific contact variety 

 The limited studies published support the premise that IS is a contact strategy, and I 

pose that it is much like any situated communication that can vary depending on the genre or 

register of the setting.  It is well known that information in a discourse is organized differently 

depending on the formality of the usage setting and the role of participants in the interaction 

(Joos, 1961).  Sign language discourses have been characterized according to registers of 

formality and type (Roy, 1989; Zimmer, 1989; Ahlgren & Bergman, 1989; Stone, 2011; 

Morgan, 1996). Some of the features that distinguish formal sign language discourses are an 

increased size of signing space, a lesser amount of nonmanual signals, less use of 

fingerspelling, and increased use of gesture and two-handed signs rather than one-handed 

ones.  The social distance established between interlocutors often indicates the formality of a 

discourse.  Lecture discourses create a much larger social distance between the signing 

presenter and his or her audience.  

  IS discourse that is constructed by conference interpreters exhibits some of the 

characteristic features of expository lecture texts, given a reduction in the amount of 

fingerspelling and larger signing space (Locker-McKee & Napier, 2002).  Roy (1989) has 

also written about the flow of discourse in SL lectures that utilize cohesive devices to 

transition between old and new information (p. 323). Lectures are discourse constructions that 

move from general introduction and topic information to more elaborate, detailed 

information. The reported slower pace of sign delivery in IS is a feature of foreigner talk and 

also lends its consideration as a contact variety (Lucas & Valli, 1992). Formal IS expository 

presentations are the phenomena of interest because this genre offers some degree of 

conventionalization and situated usage that has been studied by other researchers (Supalla & 

Webb, 1995).   

 A rationale has been made for IS (as rendered by interpreters) to be referred to as a 

kind of lingua franca (Rosenstock, 2004), and one might notice that IS does share some 

characteristics of trade pidgins.  It is beyond the scope of this project to undertake a full 
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linguistic analysis of expository IS to verify or disprove its linguistic status; however, there 

are many unanswered questions ripe for investigation.   Expository IS is best approached as a 

genre-specific, contact variety used in cross-linguistic formal presentation.  

2.2.6 Summary  

It is discussed in this section that, when in contact situations, signers rely on what they 

know from their own language communities as well as what they think may be similar in 

other communities. With IS, Deaf presenters and interlocutors as well as interpreters employ a 

variety of semiotic resources to convey information, but very little is shown about how these 

resources relate to IS comprehension.  In §2.1.3 interpretersô strategies demonstrated that a 

lack of conventional lexicon and complex sociolinguistic factors in IS communication makes 

IS discourses challenging to disambiguate semantically and also to produce in the moment. It 

is suggested that creating message equivalence is best approached by making strategic 

omissions and expansions, conveying main points of information from a source text (Locker-

McKee and Napier 2002; p.50).  This means that in a contact situation, it may not be possible 

to create IS message equivalence in the same way one considers when transferring equal 

messages in NSL.  If equivalence is is not achievable, it is therefore important to assess how 

large the gap might be between communicating with IS and communicating with a NSL. This 

query is made through comprehension testing (outlined in methodology §4.4 and results 

§6.2.4.) 

Practitioner intuitions suggest IS has limitations for making source information 

understood (Moody, 2007) (also see scoping study in §2.3.7 below). Deaf presenters use IS in 

conference presentations and interpreters continue to be asked to provide this auxiliary 

communication system in some international settings.  Comprehension of IS is central to 

these discussions and impacts the international discourse among deaf leaders as well as the 

work of SL interpreters working in international contexts. Comprehension of IS content 

presented by deaf people has yet to be evaluated.   This study is interested in factors that 

relate to IS comprehension, therefore it is important to review research on SL discourse 

comprehension and address some of the findings from comprehension testing in the 

Rosenstock study (2004).  

2.3 Research on Comprehension  

2.3.1 Discourse and comprehension  

 Throughout this dissertation I refer to IS presentations given by deaf people as 

discourses comprising mixed linguistic and gestural material, creating a type of expository 
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contact language.  Volumes are written on the nature of spoken language discourse (see Van 

Dijk 1985, 2008, 2011; Shiffrin, 1994) and SLs have also been described by discourse 

analysis (Metzger & Bahan, 2001; Roy 2000, 2011).  Discourse refers to language 

organization above the sentence level, ñutterancesò that can be analyzed by their structure as 

well as their function or use (Shiffrin, 1994). This study considers discourse ñas it is actually 

expressed and understood by people engaged in a social interaction to accomplish a goalò 

(Roy, 2011; xvi).  We are reminded by Roy that discourse ñutterancesò are chunks or idea 

units that may or may not be grammatically whole or formed according to what one considers 

a ñsentenceò (Chafe, 1980 cited in Roy, 2000).    Discourse (and its analysis) ñhas as a central 

goal to discover and demonstrate how participants in a conversation make sense of what is 

going on within the social and cultural context of face-to-face interactionò (Roy, 2011, p. xvi). 

IS discourse expression and understanding is central to this study. 

 

Understanding discourse is related to the way people more generally understand 

situations and represent their experiences in mental models, typically consisting of a 

Setting (Time, Place), Participants (and their Identities, Roles and Relations), one or 

more Events and Actions, as well as the Intentions/Goals and the Knowledge of the 

participants (authorôs emphasis, van Dijk, 2011; p 164).  

 

 

As van Dijk notes, context informs all language use, which works in collaboration 

with knowledge of participants. Contextual knowledge pertains to properties of the 

communicative situation and the presence of certain objects (van Dijk, 1978). General 

knowledge comes from world knowledge and conventional ideas about objects or concepts. 

Therefore, the interlocutors bring to the communication setting a set of ideas and knowledge 

frames as well as expectations for the rules of behavior, turn-taking and roles that participants 

bring from their experience. 

Discourse comprehension involves the ability to parse pieces of text that are incoming 

to the listener, with continuous input shown to be segmented into discrete lexical items 

regardless of visual or auditory modality (Orifanidou, Adam, Morgan & McQueen, 2010). 

Additional types of semiotic material such as gesture, imagery, and contextual clues 

contribute to the prompting of meaning, as has been discussed by other researchers (Kendon, 

1980; McNeill, 1992, 2005; Goldwin Meadow, 2003; Enfield, 2009). From discourse 

information a mental representation is built up about concepts, and the organization of 

propositional ideas and a text base are created in the mind of the perceiver (van Dijk & 
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Kintsch, 1983).  

Effective comprehension may be described best by the interconnectivity between 

language (symbols), perception, and cognition.  Comprehension involves perceiving the real 

world then conceptualizing these perceptions in a cognitive model of the world. Therefore, 

the language (or semiotic) input has certain features that are recognized and prompt meanings 

in cognitive semantic representations, conceptual mappings, and idealized conceptual models 

(ICMs) (Lakoff, 1987).  Idealized conceptual models are structured wholes or gestalts that 

organize the way we think about a concept. Lakoff points to the idea of a seven-day week as 

an example of an ICM (which may be different from others who organize their calendars 

using a different, culturally salient model) (1987:68).  

 Language enables ñone person to have anotherôs experience of the world by proxyò; 

ñthe listener constructs a model of the state of affairs based on a speakerôs remarksò, 

irrespective of the degree to which an experience accurately represents reality (Johnson-Laird, 

1981, p. 139). In the process of comprehending, the listener creates mental models, and 

judgments of truth come after a mental model is created.  Mental models are conceptual 

models of the world, which provide semantic material in the partial assembly of mental 

spaces that unfold in a discourse, but they are different from mental spaces (Fauconnier, 

1985).  Mental spaces are conceptual constructs that are built up in a discourse, prompted by 

the symbolic expressions being uttered. They are "small conceptual packets constructed as we 

think and talk, for purposes of local understanding and actionò (Fauconnier & Turner, 1996; p 

113). This theory of discourse construal applied to SL meaning-construction is elaborated 

upon later in the next chapter in §3.2.4. 

Measuring discourse comprehension thus tests how well the communicative intentions 

of the text ð in this case the expository IS text ð are aligned with what has been construed 

by the audience.  There are several instruments in education and research that measure 

comprehension and these are discussed next.  

2.3.2 Assessing comprehension  

There is an abundant literature on (spoken) language comprehension, typically 

comprising studies on L1 and L2 learners. These primarily focus on one of two general areas:  

reading comprehension and listening comprehension.  However, there is much less research 

reported on comprehension of SLs. It naturally follows that there is no available assessment 

tool to measure comprehension of a contact language such as IS, although continued efforts 

are made to teach it.   

Comprehension tests measure whether ideas or propositional information are 
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understood, using instruments designed to assess receptive and expressive language 

competence and linguistic features of both. Methods employ different discourse situations and 

use interviews, videotext stimuli, picture interactions, and elicitation tasks to measure 

comprehension of SL discourse. Typically, tested elements include morphological and 

syntactic structures and lexical knowledge, as well as expressive communicative 

competencies and formation of grammatically appropriate utterances (according to 

grammatical description of the target language). A description of ñnormalò language 

phenomena in typical usage settings is the foundation upon which instruments are devised to 

measure comprehension and expression of the language. Therefore, tasks used for measuring 

discourse comprehension are consulted for consideration in the creation of an IS 

comprehension assessment in this current study. ñNormalò IS for the purpose of testing comes 

from actual usage events and expository IS discourses. (See methodology §4.3.3 & 4.4.3.) 

 Many of the available studies and instruments for assessing production and 

comprehension of a NSL are aimed towards monitoring language developmental progression 

in children, or as educational tools, such as checklists of language features for L1 or L2 sign 

language learners (Johnston, 2004).  Haug (2005) provides a review of SL assessment 

instruments used for educational assessment, language acquisition in deaf children, and for 

linguistic research.  There are only a few; all of them differ somewhat in the kinds of 

linguistic information measured and they are often designed towards a specific target group. 

Adaptation of existing SL comprehension tests for other SL testing is problematic (Haug, 

2011) as most tests focus on SL expressive ability as opposed to reception and 

comprehension.   

Many SL assessment tools are used with children, however the Test Battery for ASL 

Morphology and Syntax (Maller, Singleton, Supalla, & Wix, 1999) and the Australian 

version, Test Battery for Australian Sign Language Morphology and Syntax (Schembri, 

Wigglesworth, Johnston, Leigh, Adam, & Baker, 2002) have also been used in linguistic 

research with adults (Haug, 2005). Except for these latter two, it should be noted that most 

tests are not publicly available.  

  Some assessments include a vocabulary recognition section, which has 

methodological relevance to this current research.  Formats such as the BSL Receptive Skills 

Test focus on selected aspects of morphology and syntax of BSL, comprising a picture-

naming vocabulary task and a 40-item, video-based receptive skills test. The latter assesses 

spatial verb morphology, number and distribution, negation, size and shape specifiers (SASS), 

noun-verb distinction, and handling classifiers (Haug, 2011). 

An assessment of lexicon in the form of a receptive vocabulary task is one element in 
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the Assessment of Sign Language of the Netherlands (Jansma, Knoors, & Baker, 1997).  The 

use of picture-naming tasks to elicit lexical data is also utilized in studies of language contact 

and attrition in immigrants (Waas, 1996; Yoel, 2007).  Understanding of IS lexicon has not 

been tested, and the Rosenstock study identified the need for more research in this area.  In 

the methodology Chapter 4, a lexical recognition task is created and described for this 

research.  

Only a few of the available assessment tests of established SLs are based on normative 

data and a comprehensive linguistic description of them. However, the very notion of 

normative data for IS is problematic. Nonetheless, assessment of skills or abilities to convey 

messages in IS may be based on measures of the effective comprehension of diverse 

audiences. It is therefore useful to examine the assessment of effective comprehension. 

2.3.3 Measuring competency or effective comprehension 

The question of effective IS comprehension prompts the consideration of how 

communication is measured in L1 users and L2 learners.  The determination of competency in 

a language ð whether for a personôs L1 or L2 ð are typically measured by educational 

assessments of language proficiency. A discussion about language proficiency assessment 

provides a context for later discussion about ñeffectivenessò of expository IS and results from 

participant comprehension performances in this current study.  

 There are several available tests of English proficiency, such as the English Language 

Proficiency Exam (ELPE) and the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TEOFL).  Perhaps 

more relevant to communicating from an international point of view, are tests such as the 

International English Language Testing System (IELTS) and the Test of English for 

International Communication (TOEIC).
31

  These provide quantitative scores for different 

areas of language such as reading, writing, speaking and listening, as well as vocabulary and 

grammar. Typically, organizations define a benchmark level of proficiency for academic or 

general employment purposes. Tests such as the IELTS and the TOEIC do not establish a pass 

or fail score; however, various institutions establish proficiency standards. For example, 

universities often require a minimum score of 70% on all test areas for undergraduate 

students, and 80% on all test areas for graduate students.  All of these measures are 

indications of competency, but effective comprehension implies a slightly different 

                                                      
31

  Information about these tests: IELTS url: http://www.ielts.org/  (accessed November 4, 2011), 

TOEIC url: https://www.ets.org/toeic (accessed Jan 17, 2012) and ELPE url:  

http://www.un.org/depts/OHRM/sds/lcp/English/elpe_resources.html (accessed May 20, 2012) 

TOEFL url: http://www.ets.org/toefl?WT.ac=toeflhome_why_121127 (accessed May 20, 2012) 

 

https://www.ets.org/toeic
http://www.un.org/depts/OHRM/sds/lcp/English/elpe_resources.html
http://www.ets.org/toefl?WT.ac=toeflhome_why_121127
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evaluation. 

  Assessing proficient understanding of a contact language must consider the function 

of the communication. ñEffectivenessò is measured most likely by how well information is 

communicated and understood given the aims, intent, and consequences of the 

communication setting.  Rosenstock did not establish criteria around effective IS 

comprehension, but discusses the ñvery limitedò comprehensibility of IS (2004: 272).  She 

demonstrated that IS ð whether signed directly by a Deaf person and interpreted IS ð is 

more understandable to audience members than a foreign, established NSL (ASL). In this 

sense, she established that IS is more effective as an alternate universal communication 

system than provision of information in a foreign NSL.  

 Effectiveness can also be considered from an efficacy framework, whereby 

effectiveness of some approach is judged by its ability to achieve a target outcome, or one that 

can be compared to an alternate treatment condition. In prevention science, efficacy refers to 

interventions in medicine and social service programs that promote health or well-being.  

Researchers and authors of standards for efficacy testing distinguish between efficacy and 

effectiveness;  ñEfficacy refers to the beneficial effects of a program or policy under optimal 

conditions of delivery, whereas effectiveness refers to effects of a program or policy under 

more real-world conditions (Flay et al, 2005; p.153). Criteria proposed including a statement 

of efficacy such that ñ Program or policy X is efficacious for producing Y outcomes for Z 

populationò (p.154).  Standards also require naming an outcome that is, of course reliable, and 

it is recommended that the construct be measured by multiple sources to increase the 

robustness of findings. These issues are considered in the design of the current study (outlined 

in methodology §4.4.3) which includes varied assessments of understanding of expository IS 

lectures by different audience groups. 

  The Rosenstock study did not include stimulus text that was rendered in participantsô 

NSL for comparison. Therefore, the information gap between receiving a lecture in oneôs 

NSL and a contact language like IS has not yet been evaluated.  In this project, effective 

comprehension of IS by participants is assessed by how well they perform on comprehension 

measures (quantitative and qualitative), and by making comparisons to performances on 

participantsô NSL comprehension measures. Decisions about measurements for IS 

comprehension and effectiveness are elaborated in the methodology Chapter 4. 

2.3.4 Comprehension test format issues 

 Written-language based assessment tools are inappropriate for assessing verbal 

measurements with users of signed (unwritten) languages (Pollard, 2002). This is because 
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natural SLs are distinct from the surrounding spoken, written languages of the communities in 

which they co-exist. ASL for example, is wrongly assumed to be a version of written English 

and in fact is interpreting from English into ASL is characterized by a variety of ñexpansion 

techniquesò (Lawrence, 1994). Expansion involves contextualizing and ensuring presence of 

discourse features of ASL that are different from English.  The visual-spatial modality of SLs 

(not only ASL) lends them to a composition of three-dimensional, simultaneous constructions 

with non-linear organization of grammatical material.  Written test stimuli are therefore not 

likely to prompt content information as effectively as visual stimuli in a participantôs NSL.  

Test format is a factor that influences the performance of varied kinds of test-takers 

with different abilities as well as different linguistic and cultural backgrounds (Zheng, Cheng, 

& Klinger, 2007). Multiple-choice formats are shown to produce higher scores and in some 

cases performances are higher than chance (Cheng and Gao, 2002). This is because test-takers 

are tasked with selecting their response as opposed to answering structured content questions 

and producing their responses (Zheng et al, 2007). Researchers and practitioners prefer the 

latter format as it can get at dynamic cognitive processes and may represent more systemic 

validity. When a test-taker answers a multiple choice question (MCQ) about a text in their 

own language, the surface form of the target answer is often familiar and recognizable from 

the limited answer options. The way that the MCQ is framed may trigger source text 

information that was stored in episodic memory (Graesser, Ozuru & Sullins, 2010; Magliano, 

Millis, Ozuru, & McNamara, 2007). This may or may not accurately point to full 

understanding but merely to the ability to recognize surface form. On the other hand, open-

ended questions are more sensitive to measuring quality in processing of relevant and 

accurate ideas from a text at the time of integrating the message than multiple choice 

questions; performance on MCQs is related to the amount of prior knowledge of text content 

(Ozuru, Briner, Kurby, & McNamara, 2013).   

Several studies on the comprehension of interpreted sign language relied on MCQs to 

determine degree of understanding of lecture content (Marschark, Sapere, Convertino, 

Seewagen, & Maltzen, 2004; Marschark, Sapere, Convertino, & Seewagen, 2005a, 2005b; 

Marschark, Pelz, Convertino, Sapere, Arndt & Seewagan, 2005). Marschark et al. (2004) 

created a nine-question multiple-choice questionnaire from a 5-minute video presentation that 

had been interpreted and transliterated (English-like signing). They used a written evaluation 

(MCQ) in two tests and a signed MCQ evaluation in the third test. Although there was no 

difference in comprehension performance between the two groups, deaf students in all three 

experiments performed 10-13 points lower than hearing peers. The fact that participants were 
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tested bimodally ð watching a stimulus in SL (presumably their L1) then responding in 

written English (presumably their L2) may have had some effect on results.  

Rosenstock utilized a pictorial MCQ test to reduce English literacy bias. She adapted 

her instrument from a spoken listening comprehension test, creating non-verbal responses to 

verbal (signed IS, ASL, and Interpreted IS) stimuli. The test was computerized and aimed to 

reduce bias in literacy differences or non-L1 language skill of her diverse SL using 

participants. She suggested that other methods be applied in future research on IS 

comprehension, particularly lexical identifications and quantifiable measures to assess 

understood discourse content.   

 Rodriguez Ortiz (2007) also showed the importance of using varied types of 

assessment in sign language comprehension testing. These may include readability scales, text 

recall tasks, lexical identification, and free summaries, among others. Some of these 

assessment types are noted in discussion about comprehension studies on SL lectures in the 

next section. 

2.3.5 Prior research on SL lecture comprehension   

There are several methodological considerations for this current study in terms of 

designing an assessment that measures expository IS comprehension. Very little research has 

been done on comprehension of SL, but a handful of studies assessed deaf studentsô 

comprehension of classroom lectures, almost all of which were interpreted texts rather than 

direct lecture by a NSL signer. In addition, many studies compare deaf studentsô 

comprehension with that of hearing colleagues or late-deafened colleagues.  Fleischer (1975) 

found that deaf students understood slightly more from an ASL interpreted lecture (73%) than 

one that was transliterated (English-like sign order) (67%).  Mixed evidence of this difference 

has been presented by a series of other similar studies as detailed by Rodriguez Oriz (2007) 

(Murphy & Fleischer, 1977; Livingston, Signer and Abramson, 1994; Marschark et al, 2004, 

Marschark et al., 2005a; Marschark, Pelz, et al., 2005).  In all of these studies it was shown 

that deaf students extract less information from interpreted lectures than hearing colleagues, 

whether they were viewed live or on video, and that performances are not impacted by 

demographics, age of exposure to SL, nor communication preferences (ASL or English-like 

signing).    

Often it was reported that none of the students scored 100% on comprehension tests, 

and in fact performance scores are quite low (42%-73%).  This appears to be a common 

finding across several studies of interpreted SL lectures (Murphy & Fleischer, 1977; 

Rodriguez Ortiz & Mora Roche, 2008), and is even self-reported by students in their own 



Chapter 2 Literature Review 

 60 

assessments of interpreted lecture comprehension (Napier & Barker, 2004).  In another study 

by Jacobs (1977) deaf participants performed at 69% versus their hearing counterpartsô 

average score of 84%.  In these studies, students watched a lecture rendered in SL and were 

then asked to respond to different types of test questions.  Written MCQs were utilized in a 

majority of these studies (Jacobs, 1977; Fleischer, 1975, Marschark et al., 2004, 2005a). It is 

also noted that when comparisons were made between deaf studentsô comprehension of 

interpreted lectures and those transliterated into a signed English pidgin format, students 

performed slightly better on the interpreted NSL target over the pidgin form, but differences 

were slight and not significant in any of the studies.  

In one study, deaf teens understood direct instruction of a science class in SL better 

than interpreted instruction (Kurz, 2004, cited by Rodriguez Ortiz et al., 2008).  However, 

there is still mixed evidence about whether direct SL exposition or interpreted SL exposition 

of lecture material is better understood (Rodriquez Ortiz et al., 2008).  Rodriguez Ortiz et al. 

posited that deaf studentsô lower performance arose from a lack of experience in formal 

education settings and participantsô varied linguistic competency in their NSL, as well as 

delayed learning of their NSL. 

It is suggested that the use of different methods (other than MCQs) in testing 

comprehension has benefits, given that one measurement can only provide limited insight into 

the communicative potential of a SL and its comprehension (Rodriguez Ortiz, 2007). In a 

study by Rodriguez Ortiz (2007), the researcher used recorded lectures that were translations 

into LSE.  Participants were asked a variety of open-ended questions and several global 

content questions, in true/false format. Participants were also asked to make a subjective 

evaluation of their own performance.  Global questions were answered much better than 

open-ended questions (80% versus 62%).  In fact global understanding was shown to be a 

strength for deaf participants, whereas hearing participants performed better on explicit, 

implicit, and open-ended questions. They also invented more information than hearing 

counterparts.  

Other methods of assessing SL comprehension are discussed in the literature, such as 

the use of recall tasks in testing. An ASL story recall protocol was one of several tools for 

measuring verbal ability in deaf persons (Pollard, DeMatteo, Lenz, & Rediess 2007; Pollard, 

Rediess, & DeMatteo, 2005). In addition, researchers judged literacy-related behaviors of 

deaf students who watched ASL videos and were given tasks related to the video stimuli.  

Methods included story recall, signing and fingerspelling target vocabulary. These behaviors 

indicate engagement with a signed ASL educational text and influence comprehension of the 

text (Golos, 2010).  
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Referential communication tasks have also been used in comprehension studies 

involving deaf people and were used in an early study by Battison and Jordan (1976). The 

procedure involved recording participant pairs who were looking at and interacting about 

picture arrays. As they view each picture, they describe the image to their partner (who uses 

the same SL as they do), and then have it retold (referred) back to them. In the 1976 study, a 

group of participants watched the videotaped interactions of the paired partners and were 

asked to identify the pictures being described. Participants watched recorded interactions 

showing pairs who use the same SL as they do, as well as pairs who use a different SL from 

their own. The study confirmed (unsurprisingly) that SL users understand their own SL better 

than other foreign SLs. In these experiments participants reported that they could comprehend 

the gestural material better than the ñreal signingò (as noted by the authors). Participants 

observed that the paired signers used a mix of signs and gestures. In addition, when signers 

used some expansion or longer descriptions, it often proved helpful but sometimes the 

information included distracting information that did not help the observer find the correct 

referent. Viewers appeared to look for critical features of the target, and this helped 

participants identify the referent picture. It appeared that a reliance on iconicity as a strategy 

was exploited when communicating across SLs. 

2.3.6 Assessing IS comprehension 

Very little is known about IS comprehension and factors related to its communicative 

effectiveness. The Rosenstock study is the only one to pursue this question. Comprehension 

of lexical forms in IS has not yet been studied, nor has the relationship of lexical 

comprehension on overall IS discourse comprehension performance. Although SL users from 

Western countries appear to perform better on IS comprehension, it is not known if country of 

origin alone or other sociolinguistic factors affect this comprehension. Participants performed 

better on MCQs that targeted depicting verb tokens and fingerspelling (Rosenstock, 2004) but 

not as well on surrogates and indicating verbs. It is surprising that fingerspelled signs were 

better understood, since fingerspelling systems vary in many different SLs. This may have 

been indicative of Rosenstockôs participants, all of whom were internationals living in the US 

and exposed regularly to the ASL one-handed fingerspelling system. IS utilizes the same one-

handed fingerspelling system except for the letter ñT.ò    

Rosenstock indicated depicting verbs
32

 were understood better than other sign types 

(79% average not including non-signers). In the authorôs discussion about the three questions 

                                                      
32

 Rosenstock does not make a distinction between handling , movement, locating, or entity (SASS) 

depicting ñverbs.ò 
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targeting depicting signs, a connection to the depicting verbs and targeted correct responses 

was not transparent. It is possible that other semiotic elements contributed to comprehension. 

Participantsô reduced comprehension of surrogates and indicating verbs conflict with 

intuitions about gestural forms in IS being better understood, because these sign types 

incorporate gestural elements (enactment and directional movement at referents). Established 

lexical IS signs and gestural forms have yet to be definitively linked to IS comprehension, 

although it is posited that presence of NSL structures- including gesture and depicting 

components- makes for more easily understood IS (Locker-McKee and Napier, 2002). It is 

unknown what mix of these structures is most effective for different audience members 

relying upon IS and whether ñuniversal accessò is possible.  

IS training efforts typically include instruction of common IS signs, along with other 

approaches to visually and iconically motivated communication such as use of depiction, 

gesture, and enactment. Teaching lexical signs operates on the assumption that the learnerôs 

knowledge of conventionally used IS signs will help people effectively communicate with it. 

Studies in reading and listening comprehension indicate that L2 learnersô knowledge of 

general vocabulary content positively affected subjectsô performance on comprehension 

testing (Mehrpour and Rahimi, 2010).  

Signs that are shared by several sign languages or are iconic, resembling their referent, 

are also attributed to successful comprehension of IS discourse (Rosenstock, 2004). Although 

many of the high frequency signs identified in the 2004 study are shared across different SLs, 

these forms were not shown to comprehension test participants to ascertain their 

understanding. Thus, very little is known about the way lexicon and depiction influence IS 

comprehension.  

Relevant to Study One and Study Two (see Chapters 5 and 6), frequency effects are 

important to consider when assessing how people recognize and process words (or in this case 

signs) in discourse. If knowing the most frequent words or signs in a second language aids in 

that L2 comprehension, then participantsô ability to recognize the most common signs in IS 

text becomes one measure of audience comprehension. However, it is established that L2 

listeners may be able to understand and decode all of the words but may not be able to 

comprehend the main goal or argument of the speaker (Hu, 2009; Kintsch & Keenan 1983). 

In the comprehension assessment in Chapter 6, both lexical identifications as well as text 

content questions are measured in order to capture whether IS audience understand the signs 

as well as discourse goal and content. 

Expository IS poses complications for comprehension of lexicon and discourse, given 

the effects resulting from contact between different SLs.  Mentioned above, intuitions from a 
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survey of IS interpreters are reported and close this chapter. In the next section, responses are 

reported to offer insights about what practitioners consider to be relevant to effective 

expository IS  

2.3.7 What do interpreter practitioners say about IS? 

 

  Given the gap in the literature on studies that relate IS discourse to comprehension 

measures, I decided to administer a small scoping study to test my own intuitions about IS 

meaning-conveyance. At the outset of this research in May 2011, I conducted an international 

online survey of interpreters who work with IS in some capacity. This was meant to gauge my 

own intuitions with others who also work with IS in their professional practice. The role that 

interpreters contribute to IS visibility and in IS usage settings was described in the 

introduction and in the review of IS literature above §2.1.3. What emerged from this survey 

are numerous intuitions about IS and the ability to communicate information with this contact 

strategy. 

  Forty-four practitioners replied, 11 deaf and 33 hearing, representing 12 different 

countries. They responded to questions about how well they believed IS could communicate 

certain types of information. A majority of interpreters responding reported that they use IS 

between 1-6 times per year (34), with a minority of participants using IS 1-5 times per month 

or more (10). Just under half of the survey participants report that they teach others in 

communicating with IS (19). A majority of the respondents listed their first language as either 

ASL (17) or BSL or Auslan (17), with spoken language fluency in English (25), French (11), 

German (6) Spanish (4), and Dutch (4), among others. When asked if they also were fluent in 

any other SLs, the majority reported knowing at least one other SL. Figure 2 shows this 

distribution of IS interpretersô second SL. Notably a majority of IS interpreters report fluency 

in ASL as a second SL. 
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Figure 2 IS interpretersô reported fluency in other SLs   

 Participants in the survey provided responses to the question, ñIn your professional 

experience interpreting for diverse deaf people, how much of the source information do you 

believe can be conveyed by International Sign?ò They were given six types of discourse 

information and gave their impressions about the amount of each type they believed could be 

conveyed with an IS contact system. These types were: the general topic, main points of 

information, time frame (e.g. past, present, future), names and places, specific details in the 

information, and fingerspelled information. Interpretersô impressions about how much 

information of each type can be conveyed are shown in Figure 3.  

 Although there are mixed opinions in the responses,  a weighted average shown by the 

points in the graph represent a trend in what interpreters who work with IS believe about itôs 

effectiveness. Results of the survey indicate that a majority of IS interpreters believe that 

global discourse information can be conveyed with IS rather than main points and specific 

details, especially fingerspelled information. 
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Figure 3 What IS interpreter practitioners think about IS discourse effectiveness 

 

 Participants were also asked their professional opinion about the most important factors 

that influence communicating effectively in IS. These replies were quite varied with shared 

intuitions regarding native or native-like competency in a ñnational SLò, and preferably 

fluency in at least another SL, yet it was noted the importance of not relying too much on 

oneôs native spoken language. In addition to competency in a one-handed fingerspelling 

system, respondents believe that the audienceôs experience with a topic, and broad world 

knowledge of both the IS interpreter and audience aid in effective IS communication. It was 

stated several times that to communicate in IS, one must be able to use role shift, space, 

mime, gestures, and choose more iconic signs, construct content ñvisuallyò, and know the 

culture(s) and political background(s) of audience members. It was also predicted that travel 

experience makes one more able to convey (and understand) information clearly and 

effectively in IS. 

 Responses by colleagues additionally suggest that several sociolinguistic factors of the 

audience have an impact on whether IS is effective for them or not. In this study, some of 

these factors are examined vis-à-vis participant judgments of IS texts and performances on 

comprehension measures. Intuitions about IS effectiveness are also tested and shown in 

results from content questions about global discourse information, main points, and details. 
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2.4 Summary  

 In this chapter, it was established that additional understanding is needed about 

expository IS, which is a type of SL contact phenomena recruited to convey information to 

multiple, different SL users in an audience.  The review of prior work on IS and contact 

between SL users demonstrates that people apply the label, ñISò when distinguishable 

complexities around IS-type phenomena ought to be considered (in both public and academic 

discourse).  A variety of sociological, economic, and political factors create contact situations 

between SL users.  In addition, one must also consider the complex effects of spoken 

language contact on SLs in contact.  The effect of spoken language on SLs is another resource 

that diverse signers bring to the international contact setting.  

 It was noted that while varied SLs share similar features and potential for similar 

patterns of articulation, some of which are likely exploited in the international contact setting, 

there are formational differences that separate SLs significantly. It was also shown that the 

relative ease of accommodation that is reported when Deaf people with different SL 

backgrounds meet and begin interacting is a relatively unexplored area. Findings from studies 

that investigated comprehension of NSL lectures (interpreted and direct) indicate that 

information is not always fully realized.  Therefore IS lectures (direct and interpreted) by 

different SL users are potentially even less understandable than assumed. 

The lexicon of expository IS can be further investigated, in particular by quantifying 

established lexical forms and depicting signs, which offer similar productive elements shared 

by different SLs. The way these and other semiotic material operate in expository IS needs 

additional study, particularly to determine whether these elements are understood and 

contribute to comprehension of IS discourses.  

Evidence of NSL grammatical devices are also given from two theoretical 

frameworks, which include descriptions of inflectional morphology and negation structures, 

as well as a claim that when deaf presenter provide IS lecture to a mixed SL using audience, 

the ñsentencesò adhere to a SVO structure (Supalla & Webb, 1995: p.341).  Elaborate 

linguistic description of interpreted IS is given by Rosenstock regarding lexicon, basic 

handshapes, one-handed fingerspelling as well as depicting verbs, ñmetaphoric morphemes,ò 

and elements of meaning clusters that interpreters use for manipulating objects in signing 

space (2004).  Depiction is another topic included in this current investigation given the 

contention that depicting verbs aid in audience comprehension of IS utterances (Rosenstock, 

2004).  
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 The small amount of research on IS and SLs in contact focus mostly on North 

American and European interpreters and some deaf signers.  Of the available empirical 

studies, there is limited attention devoted to the lexicon of IS and very little characterization 

of grammatical structures.  In addition, the studied examples of IS have not been broadly 

representative of a variety of SL users from different geographic and linguistic origins.  A 

view of IS constructed by different SL users is therefore needed, particularly looking at the 

way deaf internationals compose meaningful symbols for a diverse audience.  Furthermore, a 

closer look at the sociolinguistic and demographic background of audience members who 

glean the most from IS may indicate that there are some who are optimally poised to 

understand IS but others who are not.  Answering the research questions herein addresses 

assumptions about ñuniversal accessò through the use of expository IS.  The next chapter 

provides theoretical background to this studyôs view of expository IS.  A consideration is 

made of the ways that SLs create meaning, which are exploited in SL contact situations such 

as internationally targeted expository IS lectures. 
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Chapter 3 Theoretical considerations 
 

SLs have been the subject of linguistic research over a much shorter time frame than 

what has been devoted to spoken and written languages. Most of the research thus far is 

focused on Western SLs, with predominant numbers of published works on those observed in 

deaf communities in Europe and the United States.  

Research on SLs has often been grounded in a formal theoretical framework, which (in 

the most general terms) poses a universal human system of language competence (Chomsky, 

1965). Descriptions of SL lexicons and grammars have frequently applied analytic approaches 

and meta-language used to describe spoken languages. Historically, this was serendipitous 

given the hopes that visual/spatial language might uncover universals and thus validate the 

theory of Universal Grammar (Supalla, 2008b, p. 576). Stokoeôs (1960) ASL discoveries 

align in time with the emergence of this new formalist paradigm in the late 1960s and offered 

opportunities for linguistic validation and study of SLs in subsequent years (Battison, 2000).  

In this study I assume a cognitivist stance, which asserts that human species-specific 

experiences shape cognitive structure and that the organization of our experience is 

inextricably embodied (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, 1999) and the language we use in our 

discourses about such experiences is situated in usage settings (Langacker, 2001). 

 Language is the faculty by which we make sense of our experiences. As a result, 

languageðas it resides in the mindðcannot be studied in isolation from human embodiment 

(Evans & Green, 2006, p. 44). In recent decades, cognitive approaches to the description of 

SLs have emerged, with emphasis on language as a human cognitive faculty that relies on 

mental representations or schemas. Cognitive theories of Mental Space, (Fauconnier, 1985, 

1997) and real space blending (Fauconnier & Turner, 1996) are recently applied in the 

description of SL grammars (for ASL: Liddell, 2003: for Auslan: Ferrara, 2012, Johnston & 

Ferrara, 2012). Metaphoric blends and Idealized Cognitive Models (ICMs) (Lakoff, 1987) are 

other theories that have relevance to SL grammars (Wilcox, 2000, 2004; Taub, 2001). These 

are important concepts that provide backdrop in the current study and are elaborated in this 

chapter.  

The main premises of cognitive linguistics is that semantic structure is not universal but 

is based on knowledge structures and conventional imagery, that grammar constitutes 

symbols that are conventionalized meaning structures, and that lexicon and grammar are 

symbolic structures that fall on a continuum that may be grouped and described arbitrarily; 
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there is no distinction between lexicon and grammar (Langacker, 1987: 2). Lexico-grammar is 

discussed in §3.3.1. 

 This study looks at the effectiveness of the unique communication phenomena of IS 

through a cognitive lens.  In cognitive grammar theory, meaning is equated with 

conceptualization (Langacker, 1987); therefore, in this tradition, meaning is taken to be the 

inner conceptualizations that are realized from sensory perceptions of words, signs, or other 

types of visual and/or auditory symbols.  In order to assess how well IS effectively conveys 

meaningful utterances that can be recognized, it is necessary to take a closer look at how SLs 

construct meaningful symbols for an observer.  

 

3.1 Meaning-construction and meaningful symbols    

 Scholars have posited that language and forms in language are modifiable to serve a 

number of functions in human interaction (Halliday, 1975; Hymes, 1974; Jakobson, 1964).  

One of the main functions is representation of ideas or content that is external to interlocutors 

(Buhler, 1965 in Young, 1993). Jakobson calls this the referential function and Halliday 

describes it as the informative function. Hymes proposed his theory of communicative 

competence (distinguishing from Chomskyan linguistic competence), recognizing that 

language can be flexible and that oneôs social environment informs a language user about the 

languageôs system of use (Hymes, 1974: 75).  Deaf presenters who use IS to address an 

audience of mixed SL users aim to communicate ideas, usually for the purpose of community 

building around a marginalized Deaf experience, and towards other political and educational 

purposes.  The forms in expository IS they select are what the signer believes to be salient, 

based on the assumption that the audience will recognize features of SLs known to them.   

Presumably, the expectation is that meaning will be conveyed.  

  Meaning is influenced by several factors: 1) the knowledge an observer brings from 

life experiences; 2) the lexicon and other symbolic linguistic and non-linguistic units that the 

communicator uses to construct the message; 3) the observerôs interpretation of the form of 

the message; and 4) the context in which the message is rendered and perceived. 

For each of these factors, the perception of message meaning is dependent on the way 

symbolic expressions are used from personal experience, and the conventionality of these 

symbols.  Each language has identifiable patterns that are easily recognized by experienced 

users of those patterns; therefore, the mental ideas that are construed from these patterns are 

generally shared. A language emerges from use of symbolic expressions that become 

abstracted and conventional (Langacker, 2001). For a contact sign ñlanguageò system such as 
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expository IS, the maintenance of conventional meaning seems untenable. Shared ways of 

constructing meaning seen in SLs may provide some discourse cohesion to build up a 

message. However, oneôs interpretation is also dependent upon audiencesô NSL linguistic 

conventions, each of which brings entrenched ñwebs of significanceò (Geertz, 1973:5), that 

are spun from cultural and communicative traditions. In cognitive linguistics, meaning comes 

from usage and culture shapes usage. Meaning arises from culture, which ñconsists of 

patterns, explicit and implicit, of and for behavior acquired and transmitted by symbolsò 

(Kroeber and Kluckhohn, 1952:181 cited by Berry, 2004; 168). Moreover, meaning is 

constructed not only by linguistic parts of an utterance but also by all other relevant aspects of 

the embodied communication and its context, which occur simultaneously (as described by 

studies in co-speech gesture) and from contextual inferences and pragmatic awareness (Grice, 

1975).   

 

ñLanguage is just a subset of the full resources necessary for recognizing othersô 

communicative and informative intentionsò  (Enfield, 2009 p. 2). 

 

 Although Enfield is referring to the way conventionalized spoken languages 

incorporate images and gestures towards meaning construction, his work signals a recent shift 

in thinking about how, during face-to-face interactions, language incorporates other 

communicative material besides just lexical forms and morpho-syntax. When attempting to 

communicate in a contact situation with users of one or more distinctly different SLs, signers 

bring their own set of ñfull resourcesò ï material from their own NSLs that is both linguistic 

and gestural, which is informed by their linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Additional 

external factors that shape a contact situation also must be considered, such as the 

demographic profile of the community of users, cultural traditions, settings where a contact 

variety is used, and the sociopolitical systems of deaf people.  

 When people communicate in face-to-face interaction, they utilize any combination of 

three strategies: the use of description, pointing (to referentsïreal or imagined), and 

demonstration (Clark & Gerrig, 1990). Ferrara (2012) established relevance of Clark and 

Gerrigôs ideas to clauses and composite utterances in Auslan.  In doing so, she noted that 

signers are able to describe, or tell meaning, and demonstrate, or show meaning (p. 102). 

Telling meaning aligns with giving specific description with established signs that are fully-

lexical, whereas showing aligns with demonstration through the use of gestures, and to some 

extent pointing signs and depicting signs. Depicting signs are considered to be simultaneously 

linguistic and gestural (following Liddell, 2003; Schembri, 2001; Schembri, Jones, et al., 
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2005).  In  §3.3.2-3.3.4, three types of signs are outlined, as they will be applied in the lexical 

analysis in Study One of this dissertation. 

Users understand signs and utterances in NSLs because the form-meaning 

constructions in the system are symbolic and they conventionally and specifically point to and 

elaborate concepts in discourse.  Thus, users of the same language can (generally) understand 

one another.  In the case of IS, where interlocutors do not share the same native SL, it is 

curious that anecdotal reports indicate IS to be ñfairly effectiveò (Moody, 2002 p.38).  It 

raises questions about the patterning of meaningful symbols in IS that might allow 

recognition and shared meaning in a contact situation.  

This investigation of IS and its conveyance of meaning at the lexical level and the 

larger discourse level ð to some extent in comparison to NSLs ð devotes attention to a 

range of elements and form-meaning pairs that, together, tell and show meaning in IS 

discourses. Next, a discussion is devoted to several features of meaning-construction that are 

observed in NSLs, for the purpose of grounding the way shared features might contribute to 

meaning-conveyance in IS contact. 

   

3.2 Meaning construction in SLs 

The review of IS literature and SL contact in §2.1 and §2.2 indicated that IS borrows 

features from NSLs for creating meaningful symbols. It was suggested by Quinto-Pozos, 

(2007) that cross-linguistic comprehension in SLs is attributed to the prevalence of iconicity, 

gestural resources, and the structural similarity of SLs. These three aspects are briefly 

discussed before outlining sign types that operate in SLs and are then analyzed in IS in this 

current study. Meaningful symbols in SLs and some of their features that appear to be similar 

across studied SLs are given as the reason for ease of recognition and shared meaning 

between users of different SLs. 

 3.2.1 Iconicity and Meaning in SLs 

 Iconicity in both spoken languages and SLs is discussed at length in the published 

literature, with iconic motivation a shared way all SLs use handshapes to create meaningful 

forms.  An example of a sign that depicts an entity is the bent2 handshape , often used to 

denote a crouched human or animal.  SLs exhibit varying degrees of transparency between 

signs and their referents, whereby a handshape can make an iconic reference to an object or it 

can point metonymically to a whole object.  The 1-handshape  can denote an upright 

standing person, whereas only one part of an object is represented by, the S (fist) handshape
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, which can depict a nodding or moving head on a person. In all documented SLs, certain 

handshapes appear to be selected systematically within the language (and at times shared 

across SLs), such as the 1-handshape to represent a human and the B handshape to 

represent a motor vehicle (Schembri, 2001; Brennan, 1992; Wilcox, 2004; Engberg-Pederson, 

1993; among others). 

 On the lexical level, similarity between the lexicons of different, non-genetically related 

SLs arises from borrowing, or shared symbolism (particularly in language communities with 

similar or related cultures), as well as due to iconic motivation, or indexical signs that point to 

referents directly (Woll, 1984; Kyle & Woll, 1988; Guerra Currie, Meier, & Walters, 2002).  

Even a relatively low (in terms of SL comparisons) 23 percent lexical similarity is shown 

between Japanese Sign Language (NS) and Mexican Sign Language (LSM), which are 

unrelated SLs (Guerra Currie et al., 2002). Guerra Currie et al. attribute this percentage to a 

base, shared symbolism between SLs. The visual mode of SLs provides more opportunity for 

representing material iconically, as shown by the examples of the handshape parameter in 

sign phonology above.  However, the iconic nature of some signs is not related to the way 

they are used, since each SL linguistic system has its own conventions for forming and 

modifying symbols. Zeshan reminds us:  

All signs, whether iconic or not, have a conventional form and meaning, and it is 

not possible to modify the form of a sign at will, even if a different form might 

seem iconically more suitable. In fact, iconicity is irrelevant to communication 

between users of SLs most of the time; in fact, it is not necessary to be aware of 

the iconicity of a sign in order to use it.  (Zeshan, 2004, p. 12) 

  

 In other words, the manner with which a NSL patterns and abstracts form-meaning pairs 

may be so entrenched, that when forms (or their parts) are borrowed into a contact situation, 

they may or may not prompt the intended meaning. With expository IS, deployment of 

iconically motivated forms may be a strategy that indeed impacts an audienceôs 

comprehension of these lectures, whether intended or not.   

 Common human embodiment provides universal experiences on which to build 

conceptualizations of oneôs surroundings (Lakoff, 1987). The experience of being deaf in any 

part of the world brings with it certain shared experiential frames; however, deaf people live 

in different, larger, spoken language communities, each with its own rich history and culture. 

There is evidence suggesting that the transparency of a sign, based on its iconic resemblance, 

is dependent upon symbols and concepts that are culturally familiar (Pizzuto, Boyes-Braem, 

Volterra, 1996). In Pizzuto et al, Italian non-signers ð and not simply Italian (LIS) usersð 
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were able to guess meanings of a number of iconically transparent signs, which was explained 

by a shared Italian culture.  Meaningful symbols, therefore, will be shaped by surrounding 

social and cultural norms, as well as show in specific linguistic patterns of a local NSL.   

 For example, the concept of work may be a shared idea, yet manifestations of work can 

take on different forms. Distinct compound signs for [WOMENôS WORK] and [MENôS WORK] in 

Central America iconically indicate types of work for each gender. The signs are iconic 

mimetic movements meant to convey the concept of work, even when the work is not related 

to these actions: COOKING (flipping tortilla dough from palm to palm), WEAVING (pulling 

a loom back strap), and WASHING (scrubbing clothing over a stone), or menôs work ð 

FARMING (raking a hoe), HAULING (tracing an imaginary trump line across oneôs forehead 

and shoulders), and CHOPPING (miming diagonal machete chops) (FoxTree, 2009, p. 340).  

People from the UK or the United States who use their local signs for WORK would be 

challenged to create a meaningful symbol for work for a signer from Central America who 

signs the compound sign for WORK in Meemul Tziij, a Central American sign language 

variety. It might take a large amount of circuitous gesturing and elaboration to convey the 

concept of work between such interlocutors.  The point here is that ethnocentric assumptions 

in making iconic sign choices might impede communication (rather than aid it) even when the 

cross-linguistic sign choices are deliberately iconically motivated, purely as a result of 

culturally embedded differences.  

 Two-handed alphabets more iconically depict letters of the Roman alphabet than one-

handed ones (Hohenberger, 2007). If iconicity is expected to play a role in a universally 

understood language system, then it would make sense that the two-handed alphabet system 

would be more prevalent in IS use. The opposite is true, however. The fact that IS 

incorporates a one-handed alphabet for fingerspelling of proper names and some initialized 

signs suggests the heavy borrowing from American and European sign languages that use 

one-handed fingerspelling, rather than simply employing iconically motivated forms.  IS may 

construct meaning by establishing arbitrary forms (that are agreed upon by a community of 

users) that may be less transparent in their form-meaning connection. 

 3.2.2 Gestures and Meaning in SLs 

 Gestures are visible, non-linguistic movements of the torso, head, hands, arms, and face 

that people engage to communicate, often (but not always) simultaneously with speech.  

Gestures are meaningful symbols that play an integral part in language and speech, and are 

characterized as falling on a continuum (Kendon, 2004; McNeill, 1992, 2005; Goldin-

Meadow, 2003; Kendon, 2004).  They are yet another type of semiotic material that have been 
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attributed to the early forms of language in humans (Armstrong, Stokoe, & Wilcox, 1995). 

They also provide substrate material for lexical and grammatical forms in sign languages 

(Janzen & Shaffer, 2002; Wilcox, 2004). Gesture is a communicative action that has a 

function in discourse, such as for marking discourse transitions, e.g., G(5-UP):WELL. The 

sign G(5-UP):WELL is also observed in ASL and described as filled pauses (Winston and 

Monikowski, 2003) and is noted to serve as a boundary between discourse segments or 

footing shifts. 

 In addition to manual gestures, another kind of non-linguistic element contributing to 

imagery in SL discourse comes from mimetic enactment, known as constructed action and 

constructed dialogue (Liddell & Metzger, 1998).  Signers often switch between conventional 

lexical signs and constructed action or dialogue (Roy, 1989; Winston, 1991; Dudis, 2004) in 

addition to using emblems that are known by the wider spoken language communities in 

which they live, like the thumbs-up G(6-UP):GOOD gesture.   The symbol ñOKò or ñthumbs 

upò is familiar in many (but not all) communities. The ñthumbs-upò emblem is a high 

frequency conventional lexical form in IS and in Auslan, and is coded in this study as such ð 

GOOD(AUS) (see methodology §4.3.8). 

 In a contact system such as IS, gesture and enactment via constructed action and 

dialogue are types of resources that signers already have in their repertoire; therefore, it 

makes sense that not only would iconic gestures be used in cross-linguistic contact, but an 

amount of enactment would be incorporated to enrich signs that might not be understood if 

they are not shared by users in contact with each other. Prior research presented in Chapter 2 

indicated that ñmimed actions,ò ñinvented gesturesò (Moody (1979; Woll, 1990), and ñstrings 

of paraphrasingò (Allsop et al., 1994) complement the limited conventional lexicon of the IS 

contact system. Mentioned above in §3.2.2, the strategy of demonstrating meaning by 

showing includes using gestures that prompt imagery. 

 In a cognitive linguistic framework, both non-linguistic gesture and linguistic units are 

considered a reflection of imagistic thinking. This can be via concrete, direct formïto-referent 

imagery or by analytical thinking that organizes referents in an abstract, hierarchical way 

(Okrent, 2002, p.185, following McNeill, 1992).  The main difference between gesture and 

linguistic unit pivots on degree of conventionalization, where and how the form is 

conventional, and the constraints on how gestures combine with linguistic elements (Okrent, 

2002). For example, signers incorporate a restricted number of handshapes to depict varied 

objects in motion, which differs from the wide variety used by non-signers (gesturers) to 

depict the same images and movements (Schembri, 2001).  The fact that certain handshapes 
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are similarly used by signers from different SL origins, such as the V (2 legs) handshapefor 

human referents and beak-like gO> , BO> handshapes for birds (Schembri, 2001), 

means that a direct connection to imagery is available to different SL users and is exploitable 

in IS contact.  

 For the purpose of assessing gesture in IS presentations, sign forms in the collected IS 

source dataset are considered following Okrent (2002) in terms of whether: 1) they express an 

imagistic aspect of a referent; 2) they are not regular, established forms; and 3) ñthe form of 

the gesture patterns meaning onto form in a gradient, as opposed to categorical, wayò (p.187). 

Gradient patterning on a form in spoken language is given as vowel lengthening (e.g., ña 

looooong timeò) or rising/falling pitch (ñcliiiiimbing/descennnnndingò) (except where it has 

phonemic value as in Mandarin Chinese; p.191).  In SL and in IS, when a sign is more 

regularly used, it becomes aligned with a specific semantic structure.  Gradient meaning is a 

vague sense that a form may carry, such as the gesture G(5-SHAKE):WOW-VERY shown 

below in Figure 4. It is an example of a gesture, although it is used often by IS signers (and 

observed in NSLs such as Auslan and ASL). The formôs meaning is not predictable; it can 

mean several different things that conjure the image of a physical reaction to an emotion. 

Depending on the context, other non-manuals that accompany it, and aspect of movement, it 

may suggest something good, bad, or it can signify varying degrees of intensity (e.g., volume, 

quantity, badness, excitement). If a sign requires contextual support for understanding, it is 

considered to be gestural, given that ña conventional sign does not need much contextual 

support to have meaningò (Okrent, 2002, p. 179). Other signs involve both linguistic and 

gestural components, or may be established forms. A taxonomy of sign types ð fully-lexical, 

partly-lexical and non-lexical ð applied in this study is described below in §3.3.  
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Figure 4 IS Gesture (5-SHAKE)WOW -VERY 

 

3.2.3 Spatial reference, displacement, and meaning in SLs 

 Many of the meaning-making constructions found in studied SLs, while different in 

their form and function, still show evidence of universally constructed visual-spatial elements.  

One of the features that all studied SLs have to date is the use of space to organize referents in 

discourse.  Some researchers explain this in terms of verb agreement (Supalla, 1982, 1990; 

Engberg-Pedersen, 1993; Sandler & Lillo-Martin, 2006), while others describe the use of 

space modification to direct and locate (point to) the movement of referents (Liddell, 2000, 

2003; de Beuzeville, Johnston, & Schembri, 2009).  

 In a cross-linguistic study of 15 different geographically distinct NSLs, Newport and 

Supalla (2000) identify ñclassifier structures in verbs of motionò contributing to the use of 

ñlocation and movement through space in common ways to mark grammatical agreement with 

the subject and objectò (p.110).  They claim that these common morphological structures in 

unrelated SLs allow users of unintelligible SLs to develop and communicate by IS (Supalla, 

2008b, p.580). In earlier work, Supalla notes the inherently iconic representation of objects 

being referred to in what he calls ñvisual-geometric classifiers,ò which depict the size and 

shape of referents (Supalla, 1982). Johnston identifies this ñshape iconicityò as one type of 

iconicity that gives meaning in Auslan (and perhaps by extension to other SLs) but that ñthe 

displacement and behavior of a sign is an analogue of its meaning,ò distinguishing between 

shape-iconic signs and analogue-iconic signs (Johnston, 1991, p. 22). In these ways, NSLs 

make use of visual-spatial elements to make reference between subjectðobject role-play, 

physical relationships (next to, above, etc.), and structured use of space to build cohesion in 

the discourse (Winston 1991).  Exploiting the signing space involves creating real space 

blends that are conceptualized from mental representations, or mental spaces (Liddell, 2003; 

Ferrara, 2012 following Fauconnier, 1985, 1997).  Before mention of blending and its role in 
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meaning making in SLs (and its relevance to IS), a rudimentary discussion is made about 

Mental Space Theory as applied in this study.  

3.2.4 Discourses are mental space constructions that involve blending 

 In a cognitive description of ASL grammar, Liddell (2003) elaborates on the application 

of mental space theory via real space blends to describe meaning-creation in ASL. The theory, 

proposed by Fauconnier (1985) explains how linguistic symbols, which have meaning 

potential in a given discourse context, prompt mental space representations (Fauconnier, 

1997, p. 37). Mental space representations are highly abstract cognitive constructions, 

comprising knowledge and cognitive models (Lakoff, 1987) from our experiences and 

semantic frames (Fillmore, 1982).  At the start of Chapter 3, I mentioned Idealized Cognitive 

Models ð structures with which we organize knowledge (Lakoff, 1987). Our knowledge 

about things, such as mothers, is complex and includes prototypical ideas (birth, nurturer) that 

may be stereotypical (housewife) or cultural variations  (unwed, adoptive, foster, step- 

mother; Lakoff, 1987, p. 75).  These types of knowledge structures comprise the domains of 

information that are mental space constructions when discourses are expressed and 

understood.  

  A full elaboration on Mental Space Theory goes beyond the scope of this dissertation; 

however, brief mention of it here provides some theoretical background to methods I use in 

the IS comprehension test in Study Two.  It is assumed that expository IS discourses prompt 

meaning via cognitive processes that are involved in understanding SLs. Cognitive processing 

of semiotic symbols (signs and gestures) prompts conceptual representations and discourse 

structure.  Figure 5 provides an example of a mental space construction created from 

utterances in a discourse. The discourse content is an excerpt from a content analysis and 

rubric for the IS source video D used in the comprehension test in Chapter 6. (See §4.4.3.5.) 

For ease of explanation of the figure, I use the English translation of the source IS discourse. 
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Figure 5 Example of mental space construction from discourse 

  

 In the illustrated example, the base mental space M establishes the cognitive 

configuration of a lecture by two Japanese deaf men to an audience. The mental 

representation includes all of the elements one might construe from the semantic domain of 

ñlecturesò.  In the base space M, the lecture begins, but a new mental space is also prompted 

with the opening statement, ñBefore we start, we want to share something with you,ò The 

phrase ñBefore we startò is an expression that serves as a ñspace builder,ò which establishes a 

shift in focus to a new space (Fauconnier, 1997). A space builder can also prompt a shift back 
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to a previously established space. Examples of space builders in English are ñIn 1947,ò or  

ñhowever,ò. Specific elements in a mental space are known things that are part of our 

conventional lexicon and knowledge structures around things and topics.  The ñlectureò is a 

thing in the knowledge structure framing this particular discourse.  A participant in this 

current study is informed that the recorded presentation is a lecture, and this prompts a 

knowledge structure in the mind of the participant about ñlecturesò. Additional elements are 

built up in the mental spaces as new linguistic (and non-linguistic) information is uttered. In 

the example given, the participant viewing the IS presenter perceives meaningful linguistic 

and non-linguistic information and recognizes these symbolic forms (either through 

established lexicon or iconic reference). From this recognition of the signsô meaning [BEFORE 

WE START, WE WANT TO SHARE SOMETHING WITH YOU], participants arrive at a construal 

about a pre-lecture narrative, which then pre-empts the expectation of the lecture topic. The 

signed utterance meaning [IN MARCH 2011] is a space-building prompt informing observers 

that they are about to hear a story from the past. Recognition of varied symbols in the 

utterance (JAPAN, EARTHQUAKE, etc.) completes the mental space with more detail.  

 Symbolic expressions in discourse instantiate mental space constructions and convey 

meaning.  Most importantly, understanding utterances of a language (or a contact system like 

IS) involves successful prompting of intended mental space constructions. 

 In addition to discourse structuring through mental spaces, SLs create meaning through 

blending mental spaces and their elements. A central process of grammar is blending (or 

cognitive integration: Fauconnier & Turner, 1996), in which elements of one domain are 

mapped onto another. Liddell provides an example for the way people use real space anchors 

such as a implementing a knife or a cup on a table to map out and discuss relationships 

between entities that are not present in the discussion (2003, p.149-150). Because mental 

spaces are cognitive conceptualizations, they are not grounded in reality; however, 

conceptualizations that become part of elements in signing space are grounded in real space, 

which are ñcurrent conceptualizations of the immediate environmentò based on sensory input 

(Liddell, 2003, p.82).  Real space is the created conceptual ñrealityò that is conceived from 

visual input, such as an imagined keyboard that a person might gesture and tap away at in 

space (Liddell, 2003, p.83).  In SLs, real space is the created discourse ñrealityò that is 

mapped out and grounded in front of the signer by incorporating the hands, arms, torso, and 

face.  Some of these conceptual entities resemble their referents iconically, and others are 

more opaque. In addition, real space blends incorporate locations in the signing space, which 

is seen in the way a signer directs verbs at representative placeholder tokens in space (2003, p. 

188) (Figure 6). 



Chapter 3 Theoretical considerations 

 80 

           

 RH: SELECT 

 LH: DSS(B):FLAT-SURFACE-LIKE-A-BALLOT 

 

Ballot selection [video image]  (2012) Available from 

http://www.vec.vic.gov.au/Voting/AssistanceForVoters.html 

 

Figure 6 Real-space blend in Auslan SELECT-ITEM -FROM-LIST  

   

 In the Figure 6, the signer creates a real space blend with which he interacts. With the 

non-dominant hand, the signer articulates a token blend ||ballot|; it is a depicting sign (DS) 

that is a size and shape specifier (S). (See Table 1 for annotation conventions.) The interacting 

behavior is also a blend, a surrogate, in which the signer is not just narrating or telling, but 

switches to become the actual voter enacting a selection.  A mental space is triggered by the 

physical shift in shoulders and eye gaze. The physical shift is one example of a space builder 

in Auslan (also seen in other SLs). With his dominant hand, he articulates the Auslan sign 

ñSELECTò towards the non-dominant hand, which has been established as a voting ballot, 

with names of candidates.  This specific information is not transparent in the blend; however, 

the specific information comes from the signs earlier in the utterance, such as 

ELECTORATES, REPRESENTATIVE, NAMES, and VOTING FORM.   

 The space builder noted in the utterance above is one of the ways that signers are 

also able to use gestural behavior (pantomime) to prompt mental space constructions in 

discourse.  The signer becomes part of a surrogate blend by enacting behavior of a participant 

referred to in a discourse (Dudis, 2004, 2011).  This is shown in the way signers express non-

manual markers and body postures separately from and simultaneously with signs (Liddell, 

2003). The process of space blending is one of the strategies for meaning creation and is 

observed in SLs.  Different SLs may exhibit a stable use of some forms over others, and there 

are forms that are so iconic and gestural that they might be understood across SLs in an 

expository IS contact setting. Whether IS discourses are understood depends to some extent 

on how well the symbolic material (signs and gestures) prompts conceptually integrated 

mental spaces. 
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3.2.5 Metaphor and meaning in SLs 

 Metaphor is a type of blend, a mechanism whereby the elements of one domain are 

mapped onto elements of another. In SLs, metaphoric blending means that iconic images are 

extended and their meanings can reference abstract ideas (Taub, 2001; Brennan, 1990; 

Wilcox, 2000).  Often, metaphors derived from human-embodied experience become 

ingrained in everyday language; our human conceptual system is by nature metaphoric 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). One of the common spatial metaphors used in some spoken and 

SLs is the UP-IS-GOOD metaphor. Metaphors are types of cognitive blending that enable 

humans to understand and create links between symbols and ideas to convey meaning.  In 

blending, through conceptual integration (Fauconnier & Turner, 1996), structure from two 

input spaces is projected to a third space, which then has its own unique semantic structure. A 

classic example of a metaphoric blend in English is the metaphor, LIFE IS A JOURNEY, 

where ñbumps in the roadò refer to and are understood to mean challenges or difficult periods 

in oneôs life. In the blend, elements of one conceptual domain are mapped onto those of 

another (Figure 7). 

 

  

Figure 7 Blended space from two input spaces 

  

 In metaphor and blending, the input spaces that contribute to the blend constitute 

domains of conceptualization. In these domains are ideas and construed information we have 

from experience. Domains are understandings about concrete artifacts in our surroundings, as 

well as basic human sensorimotor experiences, such as perception of size, space, physical 

boundaries of vertical and horizontal orientation, bodily motion, and sense of touch and smell, 

particularly manipulation of objects (Grady, 1997; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). Common 
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ontological and spatial metaphors described in spoken (Lakoff, 1987) and in some SLs 

(Brennan, 1992; Wilcox, 2000; Taub, 2001) are considered in this study while assessing how 

depiction operates in IS.  Several metaphors of interest are listed in Table 5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5 Common ontological and spatial metaphors 

  

 A range of visual metaphors (blends) can be utilized in SLs to express abstract 

meanings, many of which are iconically represented in handshapes and locations in the 

signing space in front of a signer. 

 Consider, for example, the ASL sign DISTRIBUTE (Figure 8). The two-handed flat O 

handshape begins with hands together in a hold and then opens up and moves outward 

into a two-handed 5 handshape sign. The extended 5 hands iconically represent individual 

items on each finger, and their spreading movement forward and outward maps the transfer of 

several countable entities (fingers) to some abstract target. This sign might be used in an 

utterance to convey the meaning of DISTRIBUTE LETTERS. 

 

Distribute [video image] (2011). Available from http://www.aslpro.com/cgi-

bin/aslpro/aslpro.cgi] 

Figure 8 Iconically mapped meaning of ASL sign DISTRIBUTE  

 

IDEAS ARE PHYSICAL OBJECTS  

THE CONDUIT METAPHOR 

THE MIND/BODY IS A CONTAINER 

SHAPES ARE CONTAINERS 

GOOD IS UP/BAD IS DOWN 

CONSTITUENTS ARE PARTS OF A WHOLE 

TIME IS A LANDSCAPE WE MOVE THROUGH 

PROGRESS IS FORWARD MOVEMENT 

STATES ARE LOCATIONS/COMPARISON OF STATES IS 

COMPARISON OF DISTANCE 

CAUSES ARE PHYSICAL FORCES 
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 In this case, the iconic mapping does not resemble LETTERS, since letters are not 

shaped like long fingers. The blend involves fingers as countable items, and it is metaphoric 

in that each finger represents one or many items.  In an utterance, the specified referential 

meaning would come from the context or a more specific sign before or after this one. For 

example, LETTERS DISTRIBUTE would allow the concept of letters to be mapped onto the 

fingers in the sign and convey the meaning.  The meaning might be altered if the utterance 

were, YESTERDAY RAIN, WATER DISTRIBUTE. In this case the fingers on the 5 

handshape  are mapped not as individual water droplets, but as the shape of a spreading 

surface of water.  

 The sign DISTRIBUTE is a conventional lexical sign in ASL; however, in a contact 

situation, such as where IS is used, the iconic, metaphoric potential of this sign may be 

exploited to construct grounded real space blends in the same way the formational parameters 

of a depicting sign might be productively used (Johnston & Schembri, 1999; Ferrara & 

Johnston, 2012). 

 The iconic imagery that is conjured by the articulators, and the way that they can be 

engaged in metaphoric blending in SLs, was illustrated above. This description is informed by 

Liddellôs work on blending and grammar in ASL, and Taubôs theory of analogue building 

(2001) in sign languages. Taub provides a model for how iconicity and metaphor operate in 

ASL. These common elements are found in varied NSLs, and their use in IS discourse may 

contribute to improved comprehension. An analysis from this framework is particularly 

relevant and applicable to the analysis of participantsô understanding of six short depicting 

clusters in the IS texts they watched (Chapter 6). 

 Referring to metaphoric mappings between a concrete domain of experience to describe 

an abstract domain of experience, Taub describes two relationships that build up an analogue 

in the concrete and abstract domains. The concrete domain relationship is iconic, where the 

form (handshapes, movement, location, palm orientation, non-manual signals) is iconically 

mapped onto meaning. One example that may be perceivable to a variety of SL users is the 5-

handshape as representative of the branches on a tree. Yet, there are building blocks in 

varied SLs for iconic forms. An example is the V- (or 2) handshape held upside down to 

depict a two-legged form in ASL (and in other SLs). While the form is not actually a set of 

legs, the iconic mapping is concretely made between the image of a standing person and the 

shape of the upside down V handshape. Thus, the semantic structure of a person or entity 

standing on two legs is preserved and mapped onto the fingers (Taub, 2001, p. 22). These are 

real-world articulators that participate in a ñstructure preserving correspondences between our 
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mental models of the two entitiesò (p.22). 

 In the second relationship, an abstract domain is represented by an iconic concrete 

image. In the example above, with the depicted set of legs, once the image is mapped onto the 

handshape, the domain of everything we understand that can be done with a pair of legs ð 

walking, crouching, jumping, kicking ð can be metaphorically represented by movement of 

the upside down V handshape. This type of meaning making can occur with conventional 

signs as well as with productive depicting signs that comprise SL discourses.  

 I have outlined the many ways meaning is created in SLs and these same resources are 

brought into a contact sign language situation, like expository IS presentations.   In IS, these 

mechanisms can be exploited to convey meaning to audience members, but their effective 

comprehension has yet to be shown, especially regarding whether all of the specific 

information is successfully conveyed to the audience.  Insights can be gained about how well 

depicting signs and other elements contribute to participant understanding, particularly where 

conceptual metaphors are recruited by iconic, linguistic, and gestural structures observed in 

the IS discourse. 

 The varied types of signs that are present in NSLs are discussed in the next section, to 

lay the groundwork for analyzing sign types in expository IS and to later assess whether these 

types are understood by different NSL users, given the contexts of IS presentations. 

3.3 Types of signs in SLs 

 

 The lexicons of established SLs are described by different terminology and 

taxonomies by varied researchers, with reference to the fact that signs arise from different 

origins to become part of a given SL lexicon.  In one view, these origins are labeled as 

foreign, core, and spatial (Brentari & Padden, 2001). Signs are categorized into core lexicon 

and a non-core lexicon (Brentari, 2010). Distinctions are made between signs that are foreign 

or borrowed and those that are considered ñcoreò given their adherence to nativization 

constraints of symmetry and dominance, (Battison, 1978). The difficulty here arises from 

applying this framework when a contact language, as a system of borrowing from several 

languages, technically does not have a ñcoreò lexicon. There are some forms, however, that 

operate as established signs (lexemes) in IS and some that are more productive, contributing 

to the grammar. The task here is to ascertain which signs constitute the most regular ones 

used and lexicalized in IS, such as the forms borrowed from a NSL. As reviewed in Chapter 

2, prior research indicates that IS exhibits some signs that are common to NSLs, such as BSL 

and ASL, among others (Woll, 1990; Rosenstock, 2004). 
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  In another view, the core lexicon of a SL is made up of fully-lexical signs (Johnston & 

Schembri, 1999), which are also referred to in the literature as fully specified signs (Johnson 

and Liddell, 1986), or mono-morphemic signs (Engberg-Pedersen, 1993). Each of these 

models means slightly different things, but for the purpose of the lexical analysis in Study 

One (Chapter 5), I adhere to the hierarchy of lexicalized forms first outlined by Johnston & 

Schembri (1999) and elaborate on three sign types proposed by Johnston and Schembri 

(2010) later in §3.3.2-3.3.4. 

 Other signs in the lexicon are not fully established, since their meaning is situated in 

and highly dependent on context. These partly-lexical depicting and pointing signs use 

handshapes, spatial elements, and movement in any number of complex constructions, 

including blends. Lastly, determining forms that are non-lexical is part of the analysis of the 

meaning-making elements of expository IS. All of these types of signs are semiotic symbols 

(in the Peircean sense, 1955) of varied complexity found in NSLs and can be employed in IS 

presentations. Each type of symbol is understood according to its conventional usage in a SL 

or a communication system like a contact language. Before describing the sign types assessed 

in this study, it is important to discuss the way symbolic units (signs and complex 

constructions) can fall along a scale of complexity, as well as the degree of specification and 

regularity their usage carries within a community of users.  

 

3.3.1 A notion of lexico-grammar 

 Languages are typically studied with some degree of distinction between their two 

complementary mechanisms: their open and closed class elements (i.e., the lexicon and the 

grammar), both of which are responsible for specifying different portions of a cognitive 

representation or ñan experiential complexò (Talmy, 2000, p. 21). Within a cognitive 

representation ð such as a mental space and the elements comprising their constructionsð

the lexicon provides content information and grammatical constructions provide information 

about the way the cognitive representation is structured. The concept of ñlexico-grammarò is 

based on the premise that symbolic units fall along a continuum where they vary in their size 

and schematic complexity (Langacker, 2005).  

 Symbolic units may be morphemes, conventional lexical items such as list-able words or 

signs in a dictionary, as well as symbolically complex constructions, which are schematic 

constructions of grammar (Langacker, 1987). A schema of symbolic complexity (Langacker, 

2005, p.108) is shown in Figure 9.  
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Figure 9 Langacker's schema of symbolic complexity (reproduced from Langacker, 

2005, p. 108) 

 

 Recently, cognitive theories of construction grammar have been applied to ASL 

(Liddell, 2003) and CSL, LSF, LIS (Wilcox, 2004), as well as Auslan (Johnston & Ferrara, 

2012; Ferrara, 2012). These applications have relevance to this current study, because they are 

based on the premise that meaningful symbols in a language can be described along variable 

dimensions such as symbolic complexity, schematicity, and conventionalization (among other 

dimensions). (For elaboration on these ideas in terms of SL grammars see Wilcox, 2004). In 

this study, IS lexicon and grammar are considered in light of these theories, that utterances in 

expository IS discourses are composites of simple to complex semiotic material, which vary 

in their conventionality and specificity. Symbolic units and complex constructions created by 

IS interpreters and signers have meaning potential that are determined by the ways they are 

used by a community of signers in the contact setting. Symbolic expressions include gestures 

and linguistic forms. 

 Johnston and Ferrara (2012) map Auslan constructions onto Langackerôs schema of 

symbolic complexity, noting that conventional signs (e.g., SISTER, PAPER) are symbols that 

fall closer to points on the schema representing smaller sized and substantive, fully specified 

symbols. These are fully-lexical signs that, within the community of Auslan users, are 

conventional and rely very little on context for their meanings. Other symbolic units are more 

complex, such as depicting signs or grammatical utterances. For example, a depicting sign in 

Auslan (e.g., DS(1):PERSON-WALKS-AWAY -CASUALLY) is characterized further out 

from the axes, as a more complex grammatical construction (Figure 10), given the ability to 

ñdepict multiple blended elements and the relations between themò (p. 235).    
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(Reproduced with permission from Johnston & Ferrara, 2012; p.235) 

Figure 10 Example of Auslan constructions mapped onto Langacker's scales of size and 

content  

 In addition, the component parts to a lexical sign sometimes have more complex 

meaning that give it internal complexity; this comes from iconic or gestural origins. Johnston 

& Ferrara elaborate on the way that component parts of fully-lexical signs are component 

symbolic units, whose parts acquire meaning when instantiated for participation in a real 

space blend (pp. 237-239). The scale is thus adjusted (Figure 11) for sub lexical ñatomic 

ócomponents of signs (i.e., handshape, orientation, movement, etc.).  
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Figure 11  Langacker's scales of size and content, with adjusted sub-lexical scale.  

(Reproduced and adapted from Johnston & Ferrara, 2012; p.7) 

 

 For example, the ASL sign, CAMP, is a lexical sign that has entrenched structure and 

meaning, yet its sub-lexical parts have some complex parts that are iconic (Figure 12). 

   

 

[CAMP ] 

Figure 12 The fully-lexical ASL sign CAMP 

 

 The handshape, orientation, and movement components depict quite iconically the 

erected poles and the outlined shape of a tent, although the form is strongly associated with 

specified meanings, ñcamp,ò ñcamping,ò or ñtent.ò A narrator, however, might tell a story 

where a tent became unstable and caved in on one side. By modifying some of the handshape, 

orientation, or movement of the sign, one could create a novel symbolic unit and the sign 

becomes de-lexicalized (Johnston and Schembri, 1999), a partly-lexical depiction, and takes 

on an altered meaning. Johnston and Ferrara (2012) describe this as the ñtwo facesò that a 

fully-lexical sign has: 1) unit status (i.e., an idiom) that may or may not have predictable 

meaning; and 2) componential token meaning that is dependent upon context and other signs 
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in an utterance. This instantiates the signôs meaning as was discussed earlier for the voting 

ballot blend in §3.2.4.  

 Furthermore, the authors make the point that complex symbolic units in a SL can 

move from a more complex constructional schema to a symbolic lexical whole that is 

substantive and fully specified through conventional use and entrenchment by signers in a 

community (Johnston & Ferrara, 2012). This is how lexical signs are added to a SL from 

gestural and componential elements. Ferrara took this idea one step further and posited a 3D 

model of language (adding a Z-axis) that integrates conventionality onto the 2 dimensional 

scales pictured. In doing so she argued for a ñgrammar of depictionò, to account for the non-

linguistic (gesture-type) forms and for hybrid forms (e.g. depicting signs) that occur in a given 

language (Ferrara, 2012, p. 289).  

 The proposition makes room for an understanding about the way people use linguistic 

and non-linguistic, and hybrid forms to tell, indicate, and show their intended meanings (as 

noted in §3.1 above). So far, I have discussed the different kinds of forms that from a 

theoretical framework about an established SL. The scales shown in Figures 9,10 and 11 refer 

to symbolic units in an established sign language; a NSL. However, these ideas have 

relevance to what happens when signers are in contact and create symbolic expressions with 

people who use another SL, some of which are more or less conventional.  

  In terms of expository IS and comprehension, the meaningful symbols that signers 

use come from what they are accustomed to from their own SLs. These are substantive lexical 

forms, sub-components of lexical forms (inventory of handshapes, movements, and other 

parameters permissible in their SL), non-linguistic manual gestures and enactments, as well as 

complex schematic constructions. Effective understanding of forms in IS, in the context of 

this schema, means that different SL users are able to recognize symbolic units and complex 

constructions and either set aside their own entrenched conventional meaning, or activate the 

iconic and gestural productive elements of these symbols.   

  In a contact SL, the borrowed and constructed elements are symbolic units that can be 

brought in as fully-specified NSL lexical signs, subcomponents of fully-lexical NSL signs 

that are adapted for the IS contact use, or depicting signs and other complex constructions that 

fall anywhere along the schematic. The empirical question at least for the first part of this 

study is, what are the tokens and types of symbolic units in expository IS that are more 

conventional, and how often do less-specified symbols make up these IS presentation 

discourses?  In the second study, the question pertains to the extent to which these symbols 

and complex constructions are understood.  Next, I elaborate on the sign types that are 

proposed by Johnston & Schembri (2010) to determine tokens and types in IS collected data. 
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3.3.2 Fully-lexical signs 

When people think about any particular language, what comes to mind is the basic 

unit of individual words, or the lexicon. Knowing minimal units of meaning in a language 

means that a person has the ability at some basic level to compose and to understand 

messages using these meaningful elements. The next degree of complexity is grammatical 

relations between meaningful elements. Identification of lexical signs in IS is central to the 

methods used in this research; therefore, some description is needed about what a lexical sign 

is, and what constitutes a lexical sign in expository IS. In this study, a distinction is made 

between ñlexicalizedò signs and those that are partly-lexical or non-lexical as outlined by 

Johnston and Schembri (2007) and Johnston (2012). 

Lexicalization in SLs essentially occurs when a signed unit acquires a clearly 

identifiable and replicable citation form which is regularly and strongly associated 

with a meaning which is more specific than the signôs componential meaning 

potential, even when cited out of context; cannot be predicted based on these 

components alone; or is quite unrelated to its componential meaning potential, i.e., it 

may be arbitrary (Johnston, 2012, p.166). 

 

  Fully-lexical signs are those that are defined as conventional in their form and 

meaning, such as signs listed in a dictionary. As noted above, componential parts of fully-

lexical signs are also symbolic units with potential for constructing meaning (see Table 6 

below). Johnston and Schembri (1999) distinguish fully-lexical signs from partly-lexical 

stating that a lexeme (word/sign) is ña linguistic unit with a ógivenô rather than a ógeneratedô 

meaningò (p. 2). A sign may also be lexicalized instantaneously when a linguistic community 

establishes and accepts any form/meaning connection (Johnston & Ferrara, 2014; 236). The 

ability for sub-lexical components to become engaged in a new form and usage is one of the 

aspects of productivity and creation of new sign forms. Some of these productive, created 

forms are partly-lexical depicting signs, which are outlined in the next section. 

 

3.3.3 Partly-lexical signs 

Many NSLs exhibit complex forms that can be characterized as partly-lexical. These 

complex signs have properties of gradation and category, rely on discourse context for 

meaning, and are not specified for usage in a conventional way. The specified aspects of these 

signs typically come from their handshape and orientation, and their movements are mapped 

in the signing space in any variety of constructions and discourse contexts to create gradations 

of meaning (Schembri, 2001).  Parts of these complexes ð handshape, orientation, location, 
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and movement ð often have their own meaning, although there is no consensus about their 

status as morphemes (Johnston & Schembri, 2007). There is also some debate around the 

movement parameter as an agreement morpheme (Okrent, 2002, p. 176). Two kinds of partly-

lexical signs are points and depicting signs (Johnston & Schembri, 2007).  

Pointing signs are a type of deictic gesture that are meaningful.  They have several 

functions in SLs, one of the most important of which is for reference tracking. They also serve 

an adverbial locating function, a determiner function, and a discourse cohesive function 

(buoys).  Pointing signs indicate physical referents in space as well as imagined entities in the 

form of tokens or buoys in the signing space. Referents are established through deixis in 

signing space in front of the signer, and used when referring back (anaphora) to previously 

established referents (Lillo-Martin & Klima, 1990; McBurnley, 2002); The imagined entities 

that points refer to are placeholders for conceptual real-space referents in the signed discourse 

(Liddell, 2003, p. 192). Some researchers also analyze them with grammatical distinction 

between pronominal first person and non-first person (Engberg Pederson, 1993), or of first, 

second, and third person (Friedman, 1975).  The pronominal status of points in SLs is 

questioned and it has been defended that points participate in discourse as independent signs 

or blends to direct and indicate verbs (Johnston, 2013b; Liddell, 1995, 1996). Pointing signs 

are complex elements in SLs and they have been characterized as hybrid (partly conventional, 

partly non-conventional) forms, and it is suggested that points are gestural, much like co-

speech gestural pointing that occurs with spoken languages (Johnston, 2013a).  It appears that 

these sign types are common among all SLs to (at the very least) indicate and locate, and are 

context-dependent for their meaning.  

The pointing sign in Figure 13 does not have a stable meaning, although in the 

discourse it draws attention to a lexical sign (the Auslan verb TAKE) that is being articulated. 

These partly-lexical signs are types that are semiotic symbols but are not listable in the 

lexicon of a NSL.     

  

[video image]  (2012) Available at 

http://www.vec.vic.gov.au/Voting/AssistanceForVoters.html 

Figure 13 Partly -lexical pointing sign in Auslan lecture 
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Depicting signs are another type of partly-lexical sign that are often engaged in real 

space blends, as illustrated by the concept of voting ballot in Figure 6  (§3.2.4). They depict a 

shape, location, or movement of a referent with sometimes iconic portrayal of the referent 

through productive, sub-lexical sign parameters of handshape, orientation, location, 

movement, and non-manual signals. For example, the flat ñBò hand  held palm down 

generally refers to a flat, horizontally oriented entity like a table top. The handshape 

parameter is particularly salient, so it has been credited with prompting meaning (Brennan, 

1992) mainly because it is easy to isolate this sub-lexical component of a sign (Johnston & 

Schembri, 1999). There is ongoing discussion in the literature about the status of location and 

movement components of signs. It is debated whether they are non-linguistic gestural 

components (Liddell, 1995) or linguistic types of agreement marking (Supalla, 1982). The 

productive aspects of what are referred to here as depicting signs are discussed in the IS 

literature under different assumptions, just as they are in the general SL linguistic literature. In 

the SL literature, these are morphemic analyses (e.g., Supalla, 1978; Schick, 1990) or non-

linguistic, analogue analyses (e.g., DeMatteo, 1977). Recent works identify both linguistic 

and gestural elements in depicting signs (polycomponential verbs, Schembri, 2001). Some of 

the many references to these sign types in IS are ñverbs of motion and locationò (e.g., Supalla 

and Webb, 1995), ñclassifiersò  (Allsop, et al., 1994; Locker-McKee and Napier, 2002; 

Rosenstock, 2004), ñagreement marking verb inflectionsò (Locker-McKee & Napier, 2002) 

ñspatial verbsò and ñclassifier morphologyò (Woll, 1990), and ñdepicting verbsò (Rosenstock, 

2004). As noted earlier, the term ñdepicting signsò is used throughout this dissertation and can 

be analyzed (as well as pointing signs) as comprising a combination of both linguistic and 

gestural components, following Liddell (2003), Schembri (2001), and Schembri, Jones, & 

Burnham (2005).    

An example of a partly-lexical depicting sign, DSM(1):PERSON-MOVES-

FORWARD is juxtaposed with the Auslan fully-lexical sign BUT in Table 6 below.  

The fully-lexical image (and several others in this dissertation) is listed in the Auslan 

Signbank, a corpus-based Auslan dictionary that served as a reference throughout this study.
33

  

 

                                                      
33

 URL: http://www.auslan.org.au 
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BUT [Image] (2012). Retrieved from  http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/words/but-5.html) 

Depicting MOVE [Video image] (2012). Available at 

http://www.vec.vic.gov.au/Voting/AssistanceForVoters.html 

 

Table 6 Comparing a fully-lexical and partly lexical sign in Auslan 

 

3.3.4 Non-Lexical Signs   

The third category of sign types is non-lexical signs, which are important to include in 

the comparisons of signs in NSLs and IS lectures, particularly given that they are assumed to 

be prevalent and important to meaning making in IS discourses, according to prior claims. 

Non-lexical signs are intentional bodily actions that convey meaning, and in this study two 

types are categorized, but they are not conventional in terms of their form or meaning. They 

are dependent upon context for their interpretation.  These signs can appear to be gesture-like 

manual movements that are not conventional in their meaning, but depend on context.  The 

second type of non-lexical signs (or gestures) is elaborate pantomime and enacted behavior 

http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/words/but-5.html
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such as forms of constructed action or constructed dialogue. Some non-lexical signs provide a 

discourse pragmatic function as in the hand waving HEY gestural form (Hoza, 2011).  

Another function of some gestures is to mark prosodic boundaries between utterances in SLs 

(e.g. the form annotated as G(5-UP):WELL in this study and in work on the Auslan Corpus) 

In this way, non-lexical signs can also prompt new mental spaces in the build up of discourse.    

Gestures were discussed earlier (§3.2.2), as types of signs or symbolic bodily 

movements that are seen commonly across all SLs. Through a lexical analysis of sign types in 

expository IS, identification of non-lexical forms such as gesture and enactment leads to an 

understanding about how prevalent they are in meaning construction in IS, and whether they 

contribute to comprehension. An example of a non-lexical sign in an Auslan lecture is shown 

in Figure 14. 

 

    

[Video image](2012). Available at http://www.vec.vic.gov.au/Voting/AssistanceForVoters.html 
 

Figure 14 Non-lexical sign in Auslan G(5-DOWN):  AWW -FORGET-IT  

 

 This taxonomy of three types of signs in a SL described above allows for an analysis 

of semiotic material that is present in a mixed SL system that employs a variety of resources, 

as alluded to in the quote that opened this chapter.  However, Enfieldôs proposition that 

utterances are composites of both linguistic and non-linguistic elements is particularly 

relevant here.  

3.4 Composite Utterances 

 

 Meanings are taken to be inner conceptualizations that are realized from sensory 

perceptions of utterances: words, signs, or other forms of visual and/or auditory 

communicative symbols. A listener interprets some auditory or visible signal, which may be 

linguistic and context-independent, or it may be non-linguistic and enriched by context. A 

ñsignò in a semiotic sense refers to an object that signifies some meaning (Pierce, 1955). An 
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example of a fully-lexical symbolic unit in ASL is shown in the schematic in Figure 15. It 

refers to the symbolic correspondence between a phonological unit and a semantic unit.  

Linguistic signs are one kind of symbolic unit, and other symbols such as pictures, culturally 

recognizable emblems, and gestures also prompt meaning.  

  

 

 

Phonological 

pole 

 

Semantic pole [HELP ] 

Figure 15 Symbolic representation of ASL lexical sign HELP 

 

 A composite utterance is defined as ña communicative move that incorporates 

multiple signs of multiple typesò (Enfield, 2009, p.15). Enfield applies this notion to 

examples of visual images occurring with spoken language, or spoken language and co-

speech gestures. The three main type of semiotic sign he identifies are conventional signs 

(e.g., words, gestural emblems), symbolic indexical signs (e.g., pronouns, pointing gestures), 

and non-conventional signs (e.g., representational gestures). Obviously, some can occur in the 

visual-gestural modality and more than one can occur in the same utterance or move: hence, 

ñcomposite utterancesò. Johnston (2013a) explicitly relates these semiotic categories to his 

own categories of fully-lexical, partly-lexical and non-lexical signs in a SL. In this way, 

Enfieldôs notion of composite utterances can be used to describe complex constructions of 

multiple sign types, as it has been for Auslan (Ferrara, 2012; Hodge, 2013).  Composite 

utterances can be analyzed as a turn in a communicative setting, while complex constructions 

are types that are created in conjunction with composite utterances. 

 The fully-lexical symbolic unit shown in Fig 15 (and above in Figure 12) is a 

conventional example, with an established and specified ñgivenò meaning (Johnston, 1999). 

SLs also incorporate productive lexicon characterized by not completely specified, 

ñgeneratedò meaning, which arises from handshapes and movements. These depicting and 

pointing signs are not fully formational or semantically specified and rely on context to 

complete meaning. These are what Johnston (2013a) explains parallel the symbolic indexicals 

described by Enfield (2009). One thus invariably finds all three sign types within composite 

utterances in SLs, partly because they are face-to-face languages, for the same reason one 
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does in face-to-face spoken language: they interface with the context of utterance. In SLs 

generally, the use of this type of contextual scaffolding is extremely frequent. An example of 

complex constructions used in a composite utterance in ASL is seen in Figure 16.  

 

 

      

 

      

Figure 16 An example construction of a composite utterance in ASL  

  

 

 The utterance shown above is a form-meaning construction that is more complex than the 

ones in Figures 15 and 12. It is an excerpt from one of the translated NSL videos shown to US 

participants in this study (Study Two) and illustrates an example of a composite utterance 

with the translation, ñThey (boy scouts) go on camping excursions far into the wilderness.ò  

 In this example, the observer of the utterance would rely on previously mentioned 

fully-lexical and semantically specified topical signs, such as SCOUT, in combination with 

the initial PT:PRO3 pointing sign to the topic and subsequent depicting sequence about some 

 

FORM (pictured 

and annotated) 

MEANING 

(conceptualized) 

[THEY (BOY SCOUTS) 

GO ON CAMPING 

EXCURSIONS FAR 

INTO THE 

WILDERNESS] 
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entity moving as a group to a different location. The ASL sign CAMPING would also need to 

be understood in the composite utterance to realize the specification that DSM(1): ENTITY-

GOES-FAR-IN/DSG(5-DOWN):COVERED-PLACE-LIKE-FOREST refers to a trek into the 

wilderness.  The elements of the sign CAMPING and the partly-specified depicting verb 

prompt the idealized conceptual model and then complete the specific elements of camping. 

These are trees, picnic benches, forest, and campfires, among others. These symbolic units of 

varied size and complexity, lexical signs, pointing signs, and depicting signs are all elements 

of the construction in ASL. Similarly, different types of signs are shown to contribute to core 

argument and predicate elements in the Auslan (Hodge & Johnston, 2014). For expository IS, 

signers incorporate similar ways of constructing meaning using resources from their own or 

other NSLs. Differences in the amount of conventional substantive, fully-lexical symbols and 

those that are more complex and schematic may have an effect on IS comprehension,    

 Enfield describes multiple types comprising composite utterances, but recall they are 

categorized differently from the three sign types analyzed in this current study. The two 

taxonomies are similar in that they both make delineation between symbolic types that either 

1) conventionally (linguistically) encode meaning for users or 2) are non-linguistic tokens 

enriched by context.  Because conventionally encoded symbols (fully-lexical signs) appear to 

be fewer in IS contact, their meaning is even more dependent on the composite nature of 

utterances and the successful conveyance of meaning by complex constructions in IS 

discourses. The extent of meaning arising from complex symbolic constructions is related to 

the assessment of IS discourse comprehension in the current study.   

 The contact mix of IS is not a written form, just as NSLs and spoken languages are not 

written. Biber et al. discuss attempts to describe spoken language, ñwhereas the sentence has 

been treated, traditionally and in modern theory, as the fundamental structural unit of 

grammar, such a unit does not exist in conversational languageò (Biber, Johansson, Leech, 

Conrad, & Finegan, 1999, p.  1039).  In the same way, written language taxonomies do not 

adequately apply to SL and moreover are not well suited to a mixed, SL contact system. The 

grammaticality of IS is not fully known and is at best graded given any potential grammatical 

description of the contact system (Langacker, 1987).  

 Supalla & Webb (1995) analyze IS ñsentencesò as does Rosenstock (2004).  Locker-

McKee & Napier take a discourse approach and describe characteristics of IS that illustrate 

strategies of interpreters who create IS target interpretations.  ñUtteranceò is a term that best 

suits this project, rather than sentence, and I refer to discourse to mean segments of signed 

text that vary in size from several utterances to complete presentation texts. 
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3.5 Summary and relevance to meaning-construction in International Sign 

 In this chapter, cognitive descriptions of meaning making applied to SLs were 

reviewed for the purposes of grounding assumptions about meaning-making in IS. Prior 

research and what is known about languages in contact outlined in Chapter 2 identified that 

signers (and interpreters) incorporate a variety of symbolic resources from their own NSLs 

when communicating into IS. With NSLs, signers typically produce signals for showing 

meaning in non-linguistic ways as well as telling meaning via conventionally established sign 

forms (Liddell, 2003; Ferrara, 2012; Ferrara & Johnston, 2012). IS presents as a mixed system 

of symbolic expressions that can be understood from and compared to meaning-making 

strategies described in SLs.  These include the engagement of gesture and linguistic resources 

in symbolic, meaningful ways, but perhaps with increased variation and less conventionality 

of form-meaning pairs (signs and complex constructions). The main difference between NSLs 

and IS likely arises from amounts of conventional form-meaning pairs at different levels of 

complexity ð sub-lexical, lexical (substantive), and complex constructions (composites), 

which would have some impact on comprehension of IS compared to NSLs. 

 Through regular use, symbolic units are conventionalized. The entrenched meanings 

are then tapped by recognition of signs (in the Peircean sense) used between interlocutors. 

Conceptualizations are built up through bodily experience with objects and actions; so shared 

experiences create the potential for similar conceptualizations to be held in the minds of 

signers and audience observers. 

 In expository IS presentations, IS signers employ symbolic expressions of form-

meaning pairs that are constructed to profile objects (things, topics, actions, relations) and 

ideally tap into the audienceôs semantic structures, construct mental spaces, and fill these 

spaces with conceptual ideas about those objects. When different SL users see the 

communicated symbolic expressions, what is of interest here is whether meaning is conveyed 

or if part or whole of the symbolic linguistic expression is so entrenched with its own 

language-specific symbolic value that it profiles something different in the mind of each 

signer. 

Quantitative analysis of the lexical patterns in IS can yield a detailed understanding of 

signs that are most regularly used in the studied context. Similar kinds of constructions 

described in NSLs are likely to be observed in an IS contact strategy, but there may be no 

guarantee that they are exhaustive or universally applicable. Given what is suggested by the 

studies on SL comprehension, it makes sense to incorporate several measures of IS 

comprehension in this research project in order to obtain a rounded view of audience 
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understanding of expository IS texts.  It also is relevant to include an assessment of whether 

partly-lexical and non-lexical elements in IS presentations are understood by observers. Two 

major quantitative measurements of IS comprehension are made: lexical identifications and 

performance on answering IS lecture content questions. Several comprehension assessment 

tasks were incorporated in this study and the design is fully described in Chapter 4.   
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Chapter 4 Methodology  

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines the two-part design of this project. Chapters 5 and 6 report 

results from the two studies comprising this dissertation, with analyses and discussion. A 

mixed methods approach was applied across both studies, which aim to answer the research 

questions posed in Chapter 1 and test hypotheses outlined below in §4.2. Chapter 7 elaborates 

on findings and offers implications and conclusions.  

The reviewed literature indicates that expository IS directly communicated by deaf 

presenters is a complex contact phenomenon that has been the subject of limited research. 

While comprehension of interpreted IS was tested in one study, comprehension of direct IS 

lectures by deaf presenters has yet to be investigated until now.  

Quantitative evaluation of source IS lecture data was made in Study One using 

digitized media annotation software and a method of annotation following Johnston, (2014). 

The first study is an analysis and description of the lexicon of expository IS given a collection 

of 13 presentation samples. The second study applies quantitative methods (as well as some 

degree of interpretive text analysis) and qualitative approaches to ascertain IS comprehension 

by geographically and linguistically diverse participants. The use of interpretive qualitative 

research methods, combined with quantitative measures, offer rich differentiated data 

(Saldahna & OôBrien, 2013) about factors influencing IS comprehension by demographically 

different signers.  

Given the mixed methods applied in this research, different types of data provide a 

slightly different view about the degrees of success that receivers of messages in expository 

IS have towards understanding aspects of the text information. A triangulation approach 

allows quantitative and qualitative information to be gathered at the same time and compared 

in order to create a richer understanding of the research problem (Ivankova & Creswell, 

2009). Triangulation design is a widely used mixed methods approach. The results are 

reported separately, and then interpretation and discussion are presented, where the cross 

comparison of different types of results can be elaborated.  

This project is concerned with the effectiveness of IS as a communication strategy, 

and less so with a full linguistic description. Grammatical structures were described in a few 

published works (Rosenstock, 2004; Supalla and Webb 1995; Locker-McKee & Napier, 

2002), and future analysis of the range of symbolic forms and complex constructions is 
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possible with the large amount of data collected in this project. Mainly, results aim to 

augment earlier findings about IS comprehension.  

The methods investigate linguistic and sociolinguistic factors that impact the 

communicative effectiveness of expository IS, and a comparison is made to comprehension of 

the same expository content in a NSL.  

4.2 Research Questions and Operational Hypotheses 

Introduced in the first chapter, the primary questions that drive this research are 

reiterated below, with related queries:  

1) To what extent is expository IS comprehensible, and for whom?  

 a. To what extent are global and detailed messages in IS   

   understood?  

 b. How does comprehension of IS compare to comprehension of  

   NSLs? 

 c. Do audience demographics play a role in IS lecture comprehension? 

2) What is the distribution of linguistic and non-linguistic elements in the IS lexicon, 

and does this affect comprehension? 

 a.      Does increased comprehension of IS correlate with increased  

   use of lexical signs sourced from a NSL (e.g., ASL)?   

b. Do depiction and gesture influence intelligibility of    

  expository IS?   

3) How effective is IS for universal access to lectures? 

 

Many factors likely influence international contact signing depending on the 

participants, topics, and contexts. Participantsô demographic information is gathered so that an 

analysis of sociolinguistic factors can be considered in the results of IS comprehension 

testing. Four quantitative measures of IS comprehension in this study are elaborated in §4.4.1 

below. Pairwise analyses of comprehension scores across the five geographic test site groups 

are made. Additional correlations are tested between comprehension scores and participant 

demographic information, such as knowledge of ASL and/or English, and experience 

traveling and meeting deaf people in other countries. 

 The Rosenstock study showed that ASL and European SL users understood short 

segments of IS interpreted lectures better than signers in her ñother SLò group and ñlate SL 

learnerò group. It is hypothesized that results will be similar to the earlier study, that IS 

lectures will be best understood by audience members who are native ASL or European SL 
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users. Additional findings are sought regarding signers from Asian and South American 

origins and other demographics, such as how often participants use IS and their amount of 

travel experience. Results are expected to show varied performances by different 

sociolinguistic factors other than country or SL of origin.  

The second research question focuses on meaning-making elements of expository IS 

lectures, and information about symbolic material that comprise composite utterances in IS is 

sought. As noted, this study focuses on three key elements in IS contact signing:  lexicon, 

depiction, and gesture. An initial step requires taking a closer look at the linguistic and 

gestural elements that comprise IS and making a comparison to what has been observed in 

NSLs. This is done by lexical analysis of sign forms in IS.  The few studies of IS structure 

and grammar indicate that several NSL linguistic elements are operating in IS created by 

interpreters and by deaf lecturers (Locker-McKee, 2002; Allsop et al., 1994; Supalla & Webb, 

1995; Rosenstock, 2004). Reports in the literature of a limited IS vocabulary are likely to be 

verified in Study One by quantification of sign type distribution in the data. It is hypothesized 

that IS lexicon is influenced heavily by ASL forms, given that ASL is available widely on the 

Internet and is prevalent in international contact among deaf people. 

 The Rosenstock study also reported that participants understood interpreted expository 

IS better than a foreign, conventional SL (ASL), comparing both in terms of second language 

comprehension. Differences in discourse quality and quantity between IS and established 

NSL has not yet been empirically examined until this current research. It is widely assumed 

that IS is not as effective as a NSL, therefore it is expected that expository IS will not be as 

effective at conveying full information. The degree of this difference is sought, measured by a 

text retell task, as described below in §4.4.3.5. 

 The last question, ñWhat is the effectiveness of IS for universal access to lectures?ò 

brings together results of the inquiry into a discussion about IS comprehension and usage 

implications. All three main questions aim to uncover limitations and potentialities of 

expository IS communication. 

4.3 Study One Methodology 

 This investigation captures authentic expository IS in a typical usage setting and 

includes deaf people from varied countries. Given the definition proposed in §1.2, the first 

step involved collecting situated use of IS lecture by Deaf presenters. Data were collected at 

an international conference pertaining to deaf people and their aim to improve quality of life 

and human rights. Since expository IS is used in a conference discourse setting every 2-4 

years, the 2011 Conference of the WFD and the 2011 WASLI Conference were the chosen 
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venues for capturing IS in use. The historical longevity of WFD conferences provides a 

consistent, stable forum for expository IS use. One earlier study used this same discourse 

example of IS lecture data from two deaf, European signers to describe grammatical devices 

(Supalla & Webb, 1995). Two others analyzed IS target messages produced by North 

American and European interpreters (Rosenstock, 2004; Locker-McKee & Napier, 2002). 

This research collection is different in that it includes 13 deaf signers from Asian, African, 

North, West, and Central European, Oceanic, South American, and North American 

countries. 

Deaf conference presenters using IS to communicate their presentation content were 

video recorded, then the data were stored, analyzed, and segments used for assessing audience 

comprehension. These live, expository lectures were given to large, diverse audiences at an 

international conference. Audiences were composed of 300-2,000 mixed deaf and hearing 

attendees, representing as many as 25 different countries.  

Study One was an analysis of lexicalized and other form-meaning pairs employed in 

IS, using similar methods exercised in NSL frequency studies (Johnston, 2012a; Cormier, 

Fenlon, Rentelis, & Schembri, 2012). There were two reasons behind lexicological analysis in 

this research: 1) to test intuitions that IS elements are more ñgesturalò and less linguistic than 

native SLs and 2) to identify conventions of lexicon and depicting structures in the IS used by 

deaf presenters for the purpose of testing their communicative effectiveness to audience 

observers. The belief that IS uses more depicting signs and gestures than seen in fully 

conventional sign languages merits further investigation, especially if it is suspected they 

improve comprehension. A clearer understanding about the types of symbolic forms and 

constructions in IS aided in understanding quantitatively whether expository IS discourses use 

semiotic resources to the extent that they do in NSLs. Moreover, lexical analysis allowed for a 

closer assessment of comprehension of sign types that comprise expository IS discourses 

 In the first study, the analysis of lexicon was informed by corpus linguistic methods 

to make a detailed description of lexical distribution and frequency in IS expository discourse. 

Studies incorporating sign language data analysis increasingly rely on digital video annotation 

software such as ELAN (MPI/LAT Technical Group, 2009) as a tool for making time-aligned 

annotations of video source text. It allows users to define and analyze visual-gestural 

language on a number of linguistic parameters and empowers the researcher to create, edit, 

visualize, and search annotations of video data. The transcription method incorporated for the 

source IS samples is fully detailed below in  §4.3.4-4.3.9. 
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4.3.1 Study One Participants 

Participants for the source IS data collection were recruited after direct contact with 

the organizing committees of the 2011 WFD Congress and the 2011 WASLI conference. 

These events were scheduled back-to-back, in the same city within one week of each other. 

An introductory letter solicited participants from a pool of accepted presenters and 

interpreters who planned to use IS to communicate in meetings and lectures to the large, 

diverse conference attendees. This request, disseminated in written form as well as a video 

rendered in IS, yielded several willing participants from both venues (See ñCorrespondence 

with IS Presentersò Appendix B). The request to recruit participants was approved by the 

president and board of the WFD and the WASLI conference organizers. Three deaf presenters 

at WASLI also agreed to participate in the collection of live IS data.  

Initial contact with participants was made via email prior to the conference or on site, 

with face-to-face follow up in person before or after their public conference presentation. All 

were given the opportunity to ask questions and be debriefed about the research aims prior to 

completing an informed consent form and a demographic questionnaire. Sociolinguistic and 

educational variables were reported by source IS participants (See ñDemographic 

Questionnaireò Appendix D).  

Participating IS presenters are Deaf and came from varied continents and different 

native SL backgrounds. Sixteen participants allowed video capture of their presentations for 

inclusion in the source IS data collection, and some permitted their video to be used for 

comprehension assessment. Table 7 lists the countries of origin of these participants, as well 

as their first and other SLs used. Most (12) have used their native SL since birth or before age 

six, and the other four used home signs and learned their local SL during their teenage or 

young adult school years. Fourteen of the 16 read and write English in addition to 

communicating fluently in their first sign language. All presenters are well travelled, having 

met other deaf people in their travels. Notably, for those whose first language is not ASL, 

most report knowing some amount of ASL and/or BSL.  

Those whose presentations were included in this study gave written, informed consent 

(See ñConsent Form IS Participantsò Appendix C) with a version in IS available for those 

who preferred this format.  
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Table 7 Source IS Signers 

4.3.2 Source IS Data Collection  

The researcher and a video recording assistant arranged the filming according to 

participantsô allotted presentation times on the conference schedule. Filming took place over 

the course of several days during the two weeks of both conferences. Presentations were 

video recorded using a high-definition digital video camera for later analysis.   

Once the video capture was complete, the samples were given an anonymous unique 

label that de-identified the presenting participant. This was done by a coding system 

indicating that the presentation was communicated directly by a deaf person (as opposed to 

interpreted by hearing or deaf person), the participant number, and abbreviation for their 

country of origin (e.g., D2.AU, D4.TG, D7.US, D10.JP, etc.). All source IS data were backed 

up and stored on a digital storage device and kept in a secure place in the researcherôs home 

office.  

4.3.3 The Dataset and Selections for two studies 

In total, 33 IS samples of varied length were captured from 16 different deaf 

presenters. Twenty one (21) of these samples were prepared expository presentations and 12 

were spontaneous discussions, which were dialogic question and answer sessions with 

audience members at the end of some presentations. Of the 21 expository presentation 

samples, 13 were included in the linguistic analysis in Study One of this project. The rationale 

for these selections out of the total 33 collected is elaborated upon below. 

The spontaneous IS material was not included in this study, mainly because the 

audience participants captured in the interactive question session within each presentation did 
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not give consent. Also, it is suspected that the nature of interactive, spontaneous IS has unique 

characteristics worthy of a different research inquiry, perhaps comparing genres of IS or 

negotiated communication between different NSL users. Additional recorded IS data came 

from three non-deaf (hearing) presenters, as well as from captured samples of interpreted IS 

by both deaf and hearing interpreters, all of whom provided consent to be filmed. As noted 

previously, none of the interpreted samples were included in this study, but are worth further 

comparative analysis in a follow-up investigation. The data of interest here is from deaf 

people using IS uni-directionally, without the content processed through an interpretation. 

The schema in Figure 17 depicts how the study dataset was refined from an initial source IS 

collection to balanced selections for the analysis and testing in Studies One and Two. 

 

 Figure 17 Schema of Datasets for Study One & Study Two 

A total of 283 minutes of IS video samples was collected and available for analysis. 

Of these, a majority of the data (160 minutes) came from Western signers from Europe, 

Australia, and North America. The remaining data were evenly elicited from signers from 

northeast Asia (48 mins), South America (33 mins), and Africa (41 mins).   

Due to time constraints, the large amount of data collected, and the scope of this 

research project, it was not feasible to annotate all 283 minutes. Mori (2011) points out that 

much of the research on IS has not included signers of Asian or other non-Western SL 

backgrounds. In an effort to balance the heavy percentage of Western samples, the researcher 

eliminated two long presentations from one North American and one Australian, and included 

a larger percentage of the Asian, African, and South American signers. Poor video quality or 

barriers to clear video capture, such as insufficient lighting or less-than-optimal positioning in 

the venue, also excluded some other videos in the collection. This first refinement yielded 212 

minutes of source IS in the collection. One hundred and one (101) minutes of source IS are 

analyzed in Study One, roughly half of the balanced collection of IS data. Table 8 shows the 

overall distribution by different continents or regions, the total source expository IS text 

gathered, and the amount analyzed in this first lexical frequency study.  
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Signer Origin Total Minutes 

of Data 

Minutes 

analyzed 

Europe 55 19 

Australia 63 10 

Asia 48 31 

North America 43 10 

South America 33 11 

Africa 41 20 

Totals 283 101 

 Table 8 Overview of IS Data Collected by Signer Regions 

 

The data that were selected for lexical analysis are therefore representative of varied 

international users of IS giving prepared expository conference presentations to a large, 

mixed, deaf group. Deaf signers rendered these addresses in South Africa to a diverse 

audience from different countries. The 101 minutes chosen for this first study are listed in 

Table 9 below, with video clips and total time segments from each noted. These are 

henceforth referred to as the ñIS Lexical Frequency Dataset.ò Results of the lexical frequency 

analysis of this collection are described in §5.2.  

 

 

Table 9 IS Lexical Frequency Dataset  

Noted in yellow highlight in Table 9, a subset of this data was selected and used in the 

second study, a comprehension test. These are henceforth referred to as the ñIS 

Comprehension Dataset.ò The Comprehension Dataset selection criteria and procedures for 

Study Two are elaborated upon below in §4.4.3.1. 
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 In addition, two expository Auslan texts (public information available on DVD) were 

included in the analysis and follow the annotation conventions used for this IS lexical 

frequency dataset. These were added to augment the discussion about how IS lecture 

compares to lecture in a NSL. A comparison of IS expository data to NSL lexical studies is 

made in §5.3; however, those studies lack similar expository genre material for a fair 

comparison.  

Text genre is known to effect distribution of sign types, and vocabulary can be 

influenced by a smaller corpus with a narrower range of topics (Johnston, 2012; Morford and 

MacFarlane, 2003). Because the IS contact examples in this study are a collection of a 

specific discourse genreðexpository conference lecture ð it is important to make 

comparisons between similar text types to understand differences between NSL lectures and 

IS lectures in terms of sign type distribution.  

 Two Auslan expository presentations are therefore included in the analysis, although 

these are limited by sample size. This enriches the genre-specific comparisons between 

international contact signing and a NSL in this particular genre. The two Auslan presentations 

were publicly available on DVD. The selections totaled 14 minutes of data, 6 minutes, and 8 

minutes respectively. The texts are listed in Table 10 and are included in the discussion 

section where comparisons are made between lexical distributions in expository IS and that of 

native SLs of similar genre (§5.3.1). 

 

Sample Total 

Time 

Annotated Topic 

SBC 12 mins 00-06:00 Negotiating the Politics of 

Language and Access 

MJB 8 mins 00-8:00 Voter Registration 

TOTAL  20 mins  14 mins  

 Table 10 Auslan Expository Texts Analyzed for Comparison 

In the next sections, I elaborate on the procedure for naming, coding, and analyzing 

the IS Lexical Frequency Dataset and this smaller sampling of Auslan expository texts. 

4.3.4 A corpus-informed approach to annotating IS texts using ELAN tiers 

IS and native SLs operate in the visual-spatial mode and do not have a codified written 

form; however, they can and have been transcribed using complex notation systems such as 

the Stokoe Notation system and the Hamburg Notation System (HamNoSys) (Prillwitz & 

Zienert, 1990). The convention of glossing signs with English words is also a common 

practice in SL research, as is noting signed utterances with transcription symbols to capture 
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simultaneous linguistic elements such as non-manual signals and locations in space in written, 

linear form. Digitized video material provides access to review sign language forms, but the 

creation of horizontal, linear transcription of sign language is not necessarily valuable. This is 

because SL patterning is typically simultaneous (Johnston, 2010). (For elaboration on 

rationale and methods of documenting and describing SLs, see Johnston, 2010)  

 Coding of the data is made within a multi-media annotation program called ELAN, 

which is widely used by sign language researchers for describing and documenting sign 

language digital video. In this way it is prepared for corpus analysis. The researcher can 

annotate the sign stream to unlimited simultaneous parameters on custom-created annotation 

tiers, which are vertical, and time-aligned to the visible video capture of the sign language 

utterances being analyzed. The IS data in this project were recorded with a high definition 

camera and the digital files were transferred into iMovie (v.8.0.6) then converted and archived 

in digitized QuickTime Player (v.10.3) video format. This allowed for easy import into ELAN 

(v. 4.5) and creation of ELAN annotation files (EAFs). 

Corpus methods of linguistic description, applied in the analysis of the Auslan corpus, 

involve a methodological process of analyzing language, typically by making annotations of 

language data so that their analyses can be machine readable and counted. A corpus is a 

collection of language media that is linked to annotation files and metadata files. The 

annotations can be analyzed within the ELAN program using search functions that can view, 

count, compare, sort, and order results according to multiple criteria. Annotations or the 

results of searches and filters of the annotations can be exported into database programs and 

spread sheets, like Excel, for further analysis (Johnston, 2014).  

Gries notes that a linguistic corpus can be specific to a particular genre, among other 

characteristics for the purpose of cross-corpus comparison (Gries, 2009, p.1232). In this 

study, the corpus is monologic, expository IS source video, which is taken as a snapshot in 

time, and which may be expanded later or enriched further for additional types of analysis. 

One of the most basic levels of corpus annotation is lemmatization (Gries, 2009), where 

words (or, in this case, signs) are identified and annotated based on their form, rather than 

their meaning. Once this level is completed, additional annotation passes can be made for 

additional interpretations of the form, such as its grammatical class tagging and clause-level 

analyses. These more complex levels are typically informed by the theoretical approach of the 

researcher. Two glossing tiers (one each for the dominant and the non-dominant hand) and a 

written free translation tier are the three minimally required annotation levels in order to 

create a basic machine-readable SL corpus according to Johnston (2014; p.11). I have adopted 

this practice in this research dataset. In the gloss-based multi-tier annotation environment 
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exemplified in the Auslan Corpus, one assigns glosses for signs on one tier and makes 

annotations on other tiers about the signôs form or any type of modification it may display 

(e.g., repetition for aspect, non-manual feature for intensification or adverbial modification) 

or any supplementary annotation regarding its meaning-in-context, its grammatical role, and 

so on. 

Once the annotation process was completed, multiple queries were made either in  

ELAN (using a structured search of multiple and individual files, see Appendix L documents 

each search type) or exported into EXCEL for further processing. The queries investigated the 

number and distribution of sign annotations by token count (including by origin by lexifier 

SL), sign type (e.g., fully-lexical or partly-lexical) or sub-type (e.g., fingerspelling, numbers), 

etc., as previously described.   

4.3.5 ELAN tiers established for IS Lexical Frequency Dataset 

Study One in this research project creates a basic corpus as described by Johnston and 

adds a few additional study-specific tiers in order to answer some of the research questions 

posed in the introductory chapter. The basic ELAN tiers used to analyze the Study One IS 

data are shown in Table 11. Annotation conventions are shown in Table 1 at the beginning of 

the dissertation and glossing is discussed in the next two sections, §4.3 5 -§4.3.7. (The 

meaning of the term  ñID glossò is explained below in §4.3.7.) 

 

 

Table 11 Annotation Tiers used for lexical analysis  

  

 During the analysis, signs and other semiotic information were annotated using the 

ELAN tiers listed above. Fully-lexical, partly-lexical, and non-lexical sign types were 

identified, glossed, and annotated on the dominant and non-dominant hand tiers.  This 

taxonomy of sign types was previously discussed in §3.3 and is applied to IS sign type 

designation below. Dominant and non-dominant hand annotations were made since some 

signs are two-handed, some are one-handed, and constructions include both hands articulating 

different forms, such as in a figureðground relationship observed in depicting signs. A free 

Annotation	Tier	Name Description

Dom	ID	gloss Unique	English	gloss	(dominant	hand)

Non-Dom	ID	gloss Unique	English	gloss	(non-dominant	hand)
Free	Translation English	translation

CA Constructed	Action	or	Dialogue
Mouthing Mouthing	of	spoken	English	words

Comments Annotator	commentary
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translation was also initially made to align contextual meaning to the signs that are 

documented. In additional annotation passes, on the mouthing tier, concurrent English words 

(or parts of words that were visible on the signerôs mouth) were also annotated. Although 

several IS presenters reported their written first language to be other than English (e.g., 

French, Portuguese, Japanese, or Czech), these spoken language mouthings or phonological 

accents in English mouthings were noted but not rigorously documented.  

Periods of constructed action and dialogue were annotated on the dominant and non-

dominant tiers when they occurred as part of a gesture sign and they were also annotated on 

their own separate tier ð the CA tier. This is because constructed action is known to occur 

simultaneously with fully-lexical signs and depicting signs, and not only gestures, particularly 

in partitioned surrogate blends (Dudis, 2004).  One can therefore capture periods of enactment 

that occur simultaneously with different types of manual signs. 

 Lastly, additional annotations were made about selected IS utterances that 

incorporated depicting signs (what I call DS clusters). Depicting signs were of particular 

interest, since they are incorporated in complex constructions in SLs and IS in utterances that 

use blending to create discourse meaning. Although depicting signs were glossed individually 

and annotated on the dominant and non-dominant hand tiers (along with other sign types ð 

points, fully lexical signs, gestures), additional tiers were created to note blending between 

source and target domains that were metaphoric or iconic. The extra tiers are shown in Table 

12 below. Discussed in §3.2.4 and §3.2.5, mental space theory and blending (metaphoric and 

conceptual) in SLs serve as the framework in later analysis of depicting sign segments in the 

comprehension test.  

 

 

Table 12 Annotation Tiers for Depicting Sign Clusters  

 

Annotation	Tier	Name Description

DS	Cluster

A	short	utterance	with	at	least	one	depicting	sign;	used	in	

comprehension	test
DS	Cluster	Meaning Meaning	of	the	short	utterance

Metaphor1 Simple	metaphor	within	DS	Cluster	(e.g.,	UP-IS-GOOD)

								Source	Domain1 Source	domain	of	Metaphor1	(e.g.,	low	and	high	locations)

								Target	Domain1 Target	domain	of	Metaphor1	(e.g.,	emotions	:	negative	and	positive)

Metaphor2

Secondary	simultaneous	metaphor	within	DS	Cluster	(e.g.,	BODY-IS-

A-CONTAINER-OF-EMOTIONS)
								Source	Domain2 Source	domain	of	Metaphor2	(e.g.,	heart	circulation)

								Target	Domain2 Target	domain	of	Metaphor2	(e.g.,	sensation	of	emotions)
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To summarize, the expository IS lexical frequency dataset was annotated on several 

tiers during several passes of lexical analysis for the following:  

¶ Presence of signs that are fully lexical forms (e.g. recognized citation ASL, 

Auslan signs and those conventional in IS usage as seen from World 

Association of the Deaf (WFD) leaders and their activities, including those 

forms recognized from the 1975 Gestuno dictionary. 

¶ The presence of depicting, pointing, and gestural signs. 

¶ Periods of constructed action. 

¶ Presence of spoken language (English) mouthing. 

¶ Selected depicting sign clusters and their meanings and blended domains. 

A sample screen shot is given in Figure 18 of the annotations on all tiers used in this 

study, with annotations shown from one IS Lexical Frequency Dataset file section.  

 

 

Figure 18 Screen Shot of IS annotation tiers in ELAN annotation file (.eaf)  

 

4.3.6 Categorizing and naming lexical elements of IS 

The taxonomy of sign types applied in the analysis of the IS source data includes these 

categories: 1) fully-lexical, 2) partly-lexical, and 3) non-lexical. Examples of each sign type in 

the IS dataset are shown below in Table 13, with a description and example of how each type 

was named with a gloss. See Table 1 for a list of glossing and annotation conventions used for 

the dataset.  
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Fully-lexical signs were glossed with an English word and a tag denoting its apparent 

origin, which is further discussed below in §4.3.8 (e.g. NOW(ASL); HAVE(AUS), 

COUNTRY(WFD)). 

 Partly-lexical depicting signs were glossed with DS (depicting sign), and a letter 

denoting sub-type of depicting sign (S for size and shape specifier; H, for handling of entity; 

M for movement of entity; L for location of entity, and G, often for non-dominant hand that 

backgrounds the entity). Depicting signs were glossed in the following manner: 

DSS/H/L/M/G(HANDSHAPE):BRIEF-DESCRIPTION-OF-MEANING-OF-SIGN. 

 Partly-lexical points were glossed with PT and the apparent type of point ð PRO1 

for first person, PRO2 for second person, etc. or POSS, if it appeared to be a point indicating 

possession. Some points were directed at entities, such as list buoys or fragments, and were 

noted as PT:LBUOY(4) for example. 

 Non-lexical signs glossed with G and additional information about the handshape if it 

was a manual gesture (see Table 13 for annotation example) and also glossed with meaning 

information. Other gestures that were non-manual, bodily enactments or facial expressions 

were glossed with G and the tag CA (for constructed action), (e.g. G(CA): CROSS-ARMS). 

Additional information about periods of constructed action and constructed dialogue were 

noted on the separate CA tier as well, mentioned above and discussed further in §4.3.9. 

 While analyzing the IS dataset for this project, the most challenging aspect was to 

identify sign forms and use consistent glosses for them while making annotations. It is 

difficult to know which forms have been borrowed, and from where, because there has not 

been any study of IS lexicon nor its evolution. Some of the signs are mimetic or iconic 

gestures, some have emerged from within the international contact signing phenomenon over 

the years, whether documented by public resources or not, and others appear to be borrowed 

from natively occurring sign languages such as BSL, Auslan, LSF, and ASL, among other 

languages. The next sections elaborate on factors that guided the naming of lexical signs in 

the dataset. 
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Lexical category Example of type Note 

 

Fully-lexical sign 

 

Used regularly in expository 

IS to mean óratify, or 

approve a document, a 

policy, or lawò. Seen here 

listed as an entry in the 1975 

BDA Gestuno glossary 

(reprinted with permission). 

Glossed as: 

APPROVE(GEST) 

 

 

Partly-lexical sign 

     Depicting sign 

 

 

    

 

 

 

Partly-lexical (contôd) 

      Pointing sign 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A depicting sign glossed 

here as: DSM (Bent5): 

ENTITY-EXPANDS-

INCREASE-IN-NUMBER-

OF-MEMBERS. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A pointing sign that aids in 

referencing in IS discourse. 

This example is glossed as:  

PT:DET  (determiner) 

 

Non-lexical sign (in 

this case gesture) 

 

A gesture, fully-depending 

on context, movement, and 

facial features, which is 

glossed here as: G(5-UP): 

WELL, or G(5-UP):HUH, 

G(5-UP):SO, (other glosses 

are also possible). 

Approve [Image] (1975) British Deaf Association. URL: www.bda.org.uk  

Table 13 Examples of sign types in IS 

 

It is not possible to point to a single reference to aid in naming the fully-lexical, 

established forms observed in the dataset. Productive depicting signs and iconically motivated 

forms are part of regular meaning construction in IS, which at times confounds the decision 
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whether a sign is best categorized as a fully-lexical sign or a partly-lexical depiction. This 

arises from the previously mentioned two-faces of fully-lexical signs (Johnston & Ferrara, 

2012). A sign in the source IS that is used regularly and points to a consistent meaning was 

therefore determined to be a symbolic unit  (fully-lexical) rather than a partly-lexical 

construction. At times these were recognized ASL, Auslan, or established IS (WFD and 

Gestuno) signs. Others appeared to be novel ñcreatedò forms with meaning arising from each 

of the component parts of the sign rather than as a symbolic whole. Component parts of these 

forms seemed to exploit gesture in their movement and location, and iconicity in handshape. 

The partly-lexical depicting sign in Table 13 provides general semantic sense of [EXPANDING 

OR GROWING OBJECT OR OBJECTS]. Novel complex utterances such as partly-lexical signs are 

characterized as fully analyzable and the componential parts are noticed and integrated into 

the formôs meaning (Johnston & Ferrara, 2012, following Langacker, 1987). Determining 

sign type and ID glosses for some forms required the repeated review of the data and 

checking against dictionaries, researcher knowledge of NSL and IS forms, and observation of 

the form in its composite utterance to determine the formôs dependence on context.  

Non-lexical signs were recognized by their manual and facial actions that were not 

easily categorized as a conventional language-specific sign, yet they resembled gesticulations, 

mime, or enactment. These non-linguistic sign types were discussed in §3.2.2 and §3.3.4 and 

an example is given in Table 13.  

4.3.7 Naming an IS Sign:  Pitfalls of glossing during transcription  

In an attempt to document and quantify the sign forms found in IS a few published 

resources were consulted to aid in identifying the best candidates of fully-lexical signs (i.e., 

the most established or more conventional signs) and then naming them (i.e., glossing them). 

English glosses are often relied upon for organizing entries in many SL dictionaries and this is 

true particularly in publicly available sign resources for IS. 

Before continuing, it is important to distinguish between the ordinary use of a word or 

the dictionary entry of a word in any language, and a word of one language that is used to 

gloss a lexical unit in another language. The gloss is simply a rough approximation of the 

meaning of a unit, both with respect to its semantic range and perhaps its grammatical 

function. This is true even when the language being glossed is an established and stable 

spoken (or signed) language and even when the glossing language (in this case, English) is 

itself also stable and well documented. Issues with consistency arise and complexities 

multiply when we attempt to gloss the signs of a contact sign variety, such as IS, which is by 
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its very nature unstable. Finally, a gloss is not a phonetic or phonemic notation or 

transcriptionðit gives no indication of the form of the lexical unit that has been glossed. 

Glossing, therefore, does not capture well the meaning of a sign nor does it usually 

give any reliable information on its formational parameters or even how it can be used (e.g., 

its grammatical function). With respect to the glossing of IS signs in published resources, 

Figure 19 and 20 below show excerpts from two IS glossaries which give a picture of a sign 

form, and an English gloss word (and Korean or French as well in the examples). Note that 

there is no supplemental information about definitions or parameters for usage. The semantics 

come from the English word, yet there may be other facets to the signsô meanings besides the 

chosen gloss.  

 

     

Figure 19 BRING as listed in IS glossary  (SignBooks, 2012)  

 

Chairman [Image] (1975) British Deaf Association. URL: www.bda.org.uk  

Figure 20 CHAIRMAN (PRESIDENT) as listed in Gestuno glossary 

 

The sign in Figure 20 for PRESIDENT is relatively established in expository IS; 

however, the sign above it in Figure 19, glossed BRING, is not a form that is established, and 

is not fully-specified. It looks like a gesture, and does not occur in the IS source data ð even 

by Asian IS presenters. It may be one regularly used by people in Asian countries given the 

publication is from Korea, but it was not apparent in the particular collection.  If a person with 

experience using IS in international conferences were shown the sign PRESIDENT, it would 
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most likely be recognized out of context. Upon showing the form here named BRING to the 

same experienced user of IS, it is likely that several possible meanings might be guessed, one 

being [BRING], and another potentially being [GRAB], or [PULL] or some other semantic sense 

might be triggered by seeing the form in different utterances. 

The point here is that published sign lists often merely suggest iconic visual options 

for conveying a conceptð they are not attested examples of usage. Therefore, it is only 

through sign forms actually found in use by IS signers, in recordings for example, can one 

reliably describe the lexicon. Documentation of relatively established forms in authentic IS 

usage settings is not available or consistent. However, it was important to rely on available 

resources in order to look for common signs that were perhaps previously identified or 

borrowed from a NSL, and attested in the data. To this data I needed to apply a principled and 

systematic way of glossing the signs because there are challenges to making determinations 

about sign forms in a contact sign system such as expository IS (or any SL for that matter) 

when forms are still in the process of being lexicalized.  

The practice of glossing using an ñID glossò to identify uniquely fully-lexical signs in 

SL corpora was adapted in the creation of the IS dataset used in this study. 

As explained by Johnston (2010, 2014), ID glossing differs from conventional SL 

glossing practice in that it is intended to uniquely identify sign lemmas in a machine-readable 

corpus, not merely to provide a gloss to stand for a sign (e.g., in linguistic articles in which 

one language is used to discuss another).  In the latter situation, a sign is given an English 

name, based on one of its possible meanings. This parallels the standard practice of language 

glossing, as described above. The same lexical unit may be given a different gloss depending 

on the context in which it is used. ID glosses, by way of comparison, are stable: the same 

glossing word is used for the same sign form or similar form if the variations are judged non-

significant lexically. 

In other words, the ID gloss identifies lemmas. A lemma is essentially the headword 

form one finds in a dictionary of any language. ID glossing in a SL corpus is thus like 

identifying headwords to put in a dictionary and to the simplification (ólemmatizationô) of 

words in a corpus of a spoken language which has been written down using transcription or a 

standard orthography
34

. Cormier et al. (2011) explain how during annotation and subsequent 

creation of the online BSL dictionary, the process of lemmatization, of naming of the 

                                                      
34

 The handful of publicly available IS dictionaries resemble basic word lists, rather than true 

dictionaries. This research project is not a dictionary project, aimed at providing a full, linguistic 

analysis and documentation of the IS lexicon and signsô grammatical usage and meanings; however, 

methods used here are suggested for the continued study of lexicon of this contact sign variety. 
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headwords for each sign in the BSL dictionary, required methodical analysis of each sign 

form and nuances of meaning to determine an inventory of lexical signs in the language.   

An ID gloss may or may not point to one of the varied meanings of the sign; it is 

meant to uniquely identify a sign from another as a distinct form (see Johnston, 2010, 2014). 

In this research, ID glosses are denoted by a capitalized English word, which is taken from a 

dictionary entry from an online or print publication.  

The Auslan Signbank corpus-based online dictionary lists several different sign forms 

when querying matches for the English word ñrunò. Each of these forms is denoted by a 

distinct ID gloss. The examples are shown below in Figures 21 and 22, with the first denoted 

by the ID gloss, RUN1 and the second denoted by the ID gloss, RUN-MOTOR. 

 

  

  

 

 

RUN [Image] (2012).  Retrieved from http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/words/run-3.html 

Figure 21 RUN1 (Auslan) and definition  

 

        

 

MOTOR [Image] (2012).  Retrieved from: http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/words/run-4.html 

Figure 22 RUN-MOTOR (wiggling fingers) and definition 

 

 

ID gloss:   RUN1 

As a Verb or Adjective 

-To move quickly by foot, leaving the ground 

during each stride, because you are in a hurry to get 

somewhere or because you are taking part in a race. 

English = run 

 

As a Noun 

-The act of moving quickly by foot, leaving the 

ground during each stride, because you are in a 

hurry to get somewhere or because you are taking 

part in a race.  English = run,  running. 

-A competition to see who is the fastest at running. 

English = race. 

 

 

ID gloss: RUN-MOTOR  

As a Verb or Adjective 

 

-Of a machine, motor or computer program, to be 

switched on and operating nicely.  

English = run, (be) running. 

 

-Of a car engine, to be running but not to be 

doing any work, for example because the car is 

not moving.  English = idle. 

 

http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/words/run-3.html
http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/words/run-4.html
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 I have given a corpus-based dictionary example of two lexical signs that are different 

forms and have different meanings, although the English word ñrunò, if used to gloss both 

signs, could be misleading. Others have also pointed out that there are potential illusions 

created about a sign and its functions, and therefore there is an inherent risk to transcribing a 

sign language using English (or any other spoken/written language) (Slobin, 2005).  This 

indicates the importance of using a unique ID gloss to identify lemmas.   

Sometimes two signs in a SL (and in the IS data) can be almost identical, but differ 

slightly in their phonology. The actual instance of a sign named by an ID gloss in the corpus 

can vary phonologically if this creates no new lexical item. These minor changes in form are 

reflected in the ID gloss if the researcher wishes to investigate such variety. In other words 

variations of the sign that arise from inflections for directionality, number, manner, or aspect, 

are ignored when assigning an ID gloss to a lexical unit.
35

. If , however, a difference of 

phonological or morphological characteristics in a sign form identifies a distinct lemma, it is 

assigned its own unique ID gloss.   

On the next page, Table 14 exemplifies this procedure with Auslan signs. 

                                                      
35

 In this study there is no lemmatization, per se, given the difficulty in distinguishing whether a form 

is a substantive conventional sign in IS, or a modification of a substantive sign, or whether it is a 

nonce creation that exploits sub-lexical components of a fully-lexical sign borrowed from an NSL 

Nonetheless, I do attempt to make a more rigorous description of the lexicon in keeping with 

complexities discussed in this section regarding sign type identification. 
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NOTHING [Image] (2013) Retrieved from  

file://localhost/ http/::www.auslan.org.au:dictionary:words:nothing-1.html 

Table 14 Documenting a sign form by ID gloss, usage, and meaning 

 

One can see that the first three sign forms are all considered to be the same lemma. 

The one handed form is considered to be the citation form and the other two to be simply 

variants of that lemma: they do not constitute separate lemmas so they have the same ID 

gloss. 

The fourth constitutes a separate lemma from NOTHING because it means something 

additional and specific and has a different pattern of use, even though it shares an element in 

common that has a similar meaning in both (the ózeroô handshape). The fifth sign form 

constitute a separate lemma to NOTHING-LOCATED because it has a completely unrelated 

and separate meaning, despite having the same form. They are homonyms.   

In order to clearly document the forms of many of the signs used in the IS dataset and 

then run a frequency analysis on the lexicon, each apparently established or conventional 

fully-lexical sign was annotated using unique ID glosses in this manner, with some additional 

file:///C:/%20http/::www.auslan.org.au:dictionary:words:nothing-1.html
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suffixation to identify different lexifier SLs. The partly-lexical (pointing and depicting) signs 

and the gestural (enactment) signs were also glossed in a systematic manner to aid in analysis. 

Again, mentioned above, depicting signs, gestures, and points were annotated. 

4.3.8 Identifying IS sign origins and creating unique ID glosses 

 

In keeping with user intuitions and reports from other studies, it is expected that a 

large number of signs appearing in expository IS are sourced from widely used SLs, 

especially ASL and British Sign Language (BSL). BSL was not however directly used as a 

referential lexifier language for this study; rather, it was referenced indirectly through the 

surrogate SL, Auslan. It was decided to use Auslan as the second major reference SL for two 

reasons. First, it is possible to do so because Auslan is very closely related to BSL, with both 

SLs, together with New Zealand Sign Language, having been described as dialects of a larger 

language, named BANZSL (Johnston, 2003a)
36

. The larger language, or family of SLs, has 

been shown to be very closely related with more than 80% lexical similarity between each 

variety or dialect. Second, this PhD project was supported by an Australian Research Council 

grant which funds research on the Auslan Corpus. Since use of data from the Auslan Corpus 

was mandated by the project, it was a happy coincidence that Auslan could be used as a 

surrogate for overall BSL (or BANZSL) influence on IS. 

Recall that one aspect of the analysis was to verify percentages of NSL signs used by 

deaf presenters lecturing in IS and to what extent this impacts discourse comprehension by 

audience members. Research question 4) asks: ñDoes increased intelligibility of IS correlate 

with increased use of lexical signs sourced from a NSL (e.g., ASL)?ò  During annotation, 

each sign was given a unique name and noted on the dominant hand and non-dominant hand 

ID gloss tiers. These were annotated according to the signôs match to a lexical item from print 

and digital resources or the researcherôs recognition of the sign as conventional in 

international contact signing.  

Distinct gloss names chosen for each sign were informed by several resources:  the 

Gestuno resource (British Deaf Association, 1975), the online Auslan Signbank dictionary, 

the ASLLRP searchable ASL database (URL: http://www.bu.edu/asllrp/), the ñaslpro.comò 

online ASL resource, an IS DVD dictionary (WFD, 2008), and an IS dictionary published in 

Korea (DeafPlus, 2012).  

                                                      
36

 Henceforth in this dissertation, references to Auslan also imply BSL. When BSL alone is intended, 

ñBSLò will be used. When there is a need to reinforce reference to the whole language family 

ñBANZSLò will be used. 
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This researcherôs language background and the above resources aided the recognition 

of many of these signs and informed decisions about varied sign forms in the analysis. As a 

bilingual user of both ASL and English, I am a native English speaker and have been a L2 

ASL signer for 28 years. Also, I hold professional-level national qualifications awarded by 

the US Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID) as an ASL-English interpreter. My other 

work using IS contact strategies spans the past 9 years; I have lived in foreign deaf 

communities for months at a time and have interpreted and communicated intermittently on 

many occasions with international deaf people, at conferences and in local communities. 

Finally, I am a second-language learner of Auslan, living in a community of Auslan users, 

although I am not a fluent user of the language. As needed, verification of sign forms 

occurring in the data was made by consultation with Signbank (2009), a corpus-based Auslan 

dictionary, and native users. 

The following process of analysis was applied for determining consistent naming sign 

forms in the dataset:  

If a sign was first recognized as a conventional ASL sign, it was glossed as such with 

an ASL tag after the gloss, e.g., NOW(ASL).  As needed, it was verified with two online ASL 

lexical resources. The first, the American Sign Language Linguistic Research Project 

(ASLLRP), hosts the American Sign Language Lexicon Video Dataset (ASLLVD). The 

ASLLVD is an online, searchable research database created and maintained by a Boston 

University SL linguistic research group. It is a project within The National Center for Sign 

Language and Gesture Resources (NCSLGR) Corpus (Neidle & Vogler, 2012)
37

.    

A secondary source was referred to at timesðan online ASL video glossary, 

www.aslpro.com. Both resources served as an aid to creating unique, consistent ID glossing. 

It is important to note that there is no lemmatized ASL lexicon online or in print. The 

ASLLRP provided the most consistent linguistic lexical resource. Although there were 

recognized ASL forms in the IS data, some were difficult to find in the searchable ASLLRP 

corpus. The second source (asl.pro.com) filled some of these gaps, although it had limitations. 

ASL signs on the site are entered under more than one English keyword or typically a 

semantic gloss. Only one English gloss was chosen from the corresponding English options 

available as the unique identifier for that ASL sign form appearing in the data.    

For example, the sign RESPONSIBLE is an ASL sign, shown in Figure 23 below. It 

was not listed in the ASLLRP under several related keywords. The keyword under which it is 

listed in the asl.pro website glosses the sign with the English word, ñresponsible.ò The form, 

                                                      
37

  URL: http://secrets.rutgers.edu/dai/queryPages/ 
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with slight modification, appears in the same online glossary under a different keyword, 

BURDEN (shown also in Figure 23). Both forms are the same sign with slight modification. 

BURDEN is the modified form of RESPONSIBLE, showing the signer lowering her shoulder 

as if carrying a heavy object. This example shows how problematic it can be to describe sign 

language forms when they are identified based on meaning only, rather than on the form. For 

the purpose of describing loan signs that appear in this contact language, it is important to 

carefully name forms, not meanings. For that reason when this sign form appeared in the IS 

dataset, I named it (regardless of how slightly modified it was articulated) as 

RESPONSIBLE(ASL). 

 

a)                  b)         

Images available at http://www.aslpro.com/cgi-bin/aslpro/aslpro.cgi 

Figure 23 ASL listed sign form: a) RESPONSIBLE  and b) BURDEN 

 

When a sign was recognized as a possible Auslan sign, it was verified as such and 

glossed with an additional tag, i.e., HAVE(AUS). Verification was usually made by 

consulting Auslan Signbank but on a few occasions verifications were made by consulting a 

native Auslan signer.  

Recurrent signs unique to IS were annotated according to the researcherôs experience 

as a regular user and sometimes interpreter of IS. These signs were also checked against 

existing IS word lists. The BDA publication of Gestuno: International Sign Language of the 

Deaf was consulted for some sign forms recognized in the IS dataset. Additional video 

resources from the WFD (a DVD with suggested IS signs for use at the WFD Assembly) and 

the Korean publication International Sign by SignBooks (DeafPlus, 2012), were consulted to 

crosscheck regularly used IS sign forms observed in the data.  

The hierarchy of sign type identification and annotation proceeded as follows (Again I 

direct the reader the Table 1 for a guide to annotation conventions): 

1) Determine sign by its category:  fully-lexical, partly-lexical, or non-lexical according to 

the taxonomy outlined in §3.3. 
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2)  If it is not fully-lexical, annotate these points, depicting signs, and gesture-type signs and 

constructed action according to the principles laid out in the Auslan Corpus Annotation 

Guidelines (Johnston, 2014). 

3) If fully -lexical, is it a name sign or fingerspelled word? Annotate name signs with the ID 

gloss, NS:PROPER NAME (e.g., NS:JAPAN). Give fingerspelled words the ID gloss 

FS:FINGERSPELLED WORD (E.G., FS:WFD ).. 

4) If it is fully -lexical, does it appear to be a conventional ASL sign? If so, check resources 

and use the same gloss given by the ASLLRP database, or create a unique ID gloss ñXò 

with ASL tag (ASL), e.g., X(ASL). 

5) If not ASL, does it appear to be a conventional Auslan sign? Use the ID gloss given by 

Signbank ID  ñXò with Auslan tag (AUS), e.g., X(AUS). 

6) 6) If not Auslan, is it recognized as an IS sign? Search related semantic entries in the 

Gestuno glossary and if located, use the entry name as the ID gloss, i.e., X(GEST). 

7) If the sign form is not in the Gestuno resource, check the Sign Books IS publication, and 

WFD DVD materials or decide that it is a recurrent IS sign observed in the data, given the 

researcherôs experience. Create a unique ID gloss, X(WFD). 

 

Sign forms in the dataset at times appeared to be conventional in both ASL and 

Auslan, or ASL (or Auslan) and listed in the IS resources. A number of signs were determined 

to be not only an ASL or an Auslan conventional sign, and were also typical to IS used at 

international deaf conferences, according to researcher recognition as such. These forms were 

first annotated with the ASL tag and a separate Excel database of ID glosses, and their 

corresponding sign form video clip was created. When the form appeared to be the same 

across different NSLs and IS resources, a notation was made in the database. For example, the 

sign denoting [HIGHER EDUCATION] or [COLLEGE] has been observed in expository IS. It 

is articulated with the two index fingers tracing the outer edge of a graduation mortarboard as 

listed in the Gestuno glossary (Figure 26). This form is listed in both the Korean International 

Sign dictionary as UNIVERSITY(a) (in Figure 25) and is listed in the Auslan Signbank with 

the ID gloss UNIVERSITY1 (in Figure 24). In this case, the sign was ID glossed as 

UNIVERSITY1(AUS).   
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Images retrieved from: http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/words/university-1.html 

Figure 24 UNIVERSITY1 (Auslan)  

 

 

Figure 25 UNIVERSITY (a) (SignBooks, 2012)   

  

 

 

College [Image] (1975) British Deaf Association. URL: www.bda.org.uk  

Figure 26 COLLEGE ( BDA, 1975)  

 

After completion of ID glossing, a free translation into English utterance equivalents 

was also made of each presentation. This helped to identify high-frequency sign meanings. A 

free translation captures in English the idiomatic ways of expressing the ideas conveyed in the 

referenced signed utterance (Napier, McKee, & Goswell, 2006) Translations were made at the 

English sentence level, in clusters of utterances at their prosodic boundaries, such as pauses or 

lowering of presenter hands. I was present at each lecture, had access to, and captured the 
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English interpretation and the intent of each presenter, and I had numerous hours to analyze 

each signed text. An equivalent translation into English was rendered for the free translation 

tier, and high-frequency sign meaning became apparent from its use in the IS utterance.   

Additional forms in the data were also annotated, including presence of spoken 

language (English) mouthing. When the signer simultaneously made mouth movements that 

followed the lip patterns of English words, an annotation was made on the ñmouthingò tier. 

Several French mouthings were also noticed, as were other spoken-language influences in 

mouth patterns. At times a comment about these other language cases was added in the 

annotator comment tier, but these were not systematically counted in the English mouthing 

tally. 

4.3.9 Annotating Enactment and Depicting Sign Clusters  

Constructed action (Winston, 1991) is gesture-type behavior that signers use in 

discourse.  NSL users enact the óphysical actions or behaviour of a characterò when they 

selectively re-enact a referentôs actions.  (Johnston, 2014, p. 51) . Periods of constructed 

action and constructed dialogue were identified in the IS data by recognizing shifts in eye 

gaze or body posturing observed in the texts. They were annotated and counted to gauge the 

extent to which these NSL elements are also productive in the IS lectures. Moreover, the role 

of constructed action and constructed dialogue in assisting IS comprehension was sought. 

Depicting signs were annotated as I have previously described. Mentioned first in §4.3.5, 

periods of constructed action and dialogue were annotated on their own separate tier ð the 

CA tier. 

Figure 27 shows an example from the IS data, where several successive examples of 

constructed action co-occur with other sign types, in this case three times with lexical signs 

FALL(ASL), BREAK(ASL), and SICK(ASL) and once with a depicting sign ð DSM(5-

TWIST):ENTITIES-TURN-UPSIDE-DOWN. By annotating such instances of constructed 

action as well as those that occur independently, it was possible to quantify how much 

enactment occurs in expository IS. Constructed action and constructed dialogue were treated 

as a measure of gestural material that could be counted along with quantity of non-lexical 

signs in the dataset. Results in Chapter 5 report the number CA periods in proportion to the 

number of sign tokens.  This provides an additional picture of the distribution of non-

linguistic, gestural resources that deaf presenters recruit in the construction of IS discourses.    
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Figure 27 Examples of co-occurring lexical signs and depicting signs with CA in 

expository IS 

 

 Several short depicting sign clusters were identified in the data and were selected to 

be shown to participants in Study Two (Chapter 6). Nine (9) of these were annotated on the 

DS cluster related tiers introduced in §4.3.5 and shown in Table 12. Individual depicting signs 

were ID glossed on the dominant and non-dominant hand tiers, but the depiction cluster was 

annotated on the DS tiers to note its meaning and the blended domains that were operating in 

the cluster metaphorically and iconically. The nine clusters were analyzed and play an 

importance in Study Two, when comprehension testing of depicting sign clusters indicates 

whether text meaning is actually gleaned from these complex constructions.  

An example is provided for the way these short utterances were annotated on the 

DSCluster tier. In Figure 27, the utterance named DSD2 is shown. As one can see from the 

glossing tiers, it incorporates not only depicting signs, but also a lexical sign HIT(ASL) and 

pointing signs with a list buoy, and two instances of constructed action.  The constructed 

action, annotated as CA:BUILDER, is a sequence where the signer makes several depictions 

of moving entities on top of one another, and he shifts his shoulders to place both S-

handshape  hands in different space in front of him. The DS is repeated three time and 

annotated as:  

 DomIDGloss:   DSH(S):PLACE-ENTITY-ON-TOP-OF-OTHER-LIKE-FOUNDATION; 

 NonDomIDGloss: DSG(S): ENTITY-UNDERNEATH-LIKE-FOUNDATION 

 The presenter also maintains an effortful facial expression and makes torso 

movements that demonstrate the action of ñbuilding.ò  This DS is a partly-lexical sign (a 
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symbolic indexical sign in Enfieldôs three way semiotic sign type categorization) in that it 

uses several different linguistic and non-linguistic elements to create meaning. In the 

comprehension test, it was anticipated that participants would be able to understand varied 

elements of the meaning that was constructed from these complex utterances. 

Also in Figure 28 one can see that the depicting sign cluster, DSD2, also contains the 

depicting sign, DSM(5-WIGGLE):ENTITIES-PASS-THROUGH-TIME. A metaphoric blend 

operates in this depiction, and the domains of the metaphor are annotated on the Metaphor 1 

and 2 tiers. Taubôs analogue building model was applied to the domains for both levels of 

mapping ï the metaphor of IDEAS-ARE-OBJECTS is mapped iconically onto the wiggling 

fingers of the  5 handshape (Taub, 2001). Each finger represents separate objects or events, 

and as a whole depicting entity, the wiggling fingers refer to plural things or events that 

occurred through time. In this case, those events are ongoing advocacy work towards four 

aims that the signer introduces earlier in the text, referencing them with a list buoy (4). The 

forward movement of the hand in the signing space closest to the signer toward space further 

in front of the signer indicates another metaphoric level, the TIME-IS-A-LANDSCAPE-WE-

MOVE-THROUGH, back-to-front timeline that is often seen in NSLs (Wilcox, 2000; Taub, 

2001). Meaning in this piece of the depicting segment is constructed on several levels, and 

this annotation method captured these elements for comprehension analysis in Chapter 6. 
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Figure 28 Example Annotations on Depicting Sign Cluster Tiers 

 

4.3.10 A database for shared cross-linguistic form/meaning pairs 

The ID glossing approach and related glossing and annotation conventions allowed for 

a referential list of forms to be created in a database. For high-frequency forms, a basic 

semantic description of the form-meaning pairs was added to this database. This could be 

used for referencing during analysis and annotation. As already explained, when a sign form 

was recognized to be an IS sign and a sign from an established NSL this was noted in the 

database (and in the gloss).  

In cases when signs were unable to be identified by source language, but nonetheless 

appeared to be lexical borrowings from the IS signerôs NSL and not a depiction or gesture, the 

sign was given the ID gloss UNKNOWN and the additional tag, ñOTHER.ò  While there are 

resources such as the BSL corpus (Schembri et al., 2011), and LSF-French dictionaries 

available to the researcher to verify sign types recognized from these other major SLs, an 

exhaustive comparison of sign origins in the IS dataset was not made here.  

Database entry notations were made when sign forms and meanings shared several 

sign parameters in more than one SL. Future enrichment of this information could come from 

further study and offers a starting point for additional corpus-driven inquiry into shared 

form/meaning pairs across NSLs and their usage in the IS contact system.   
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4.4 Study Two Methodology 

From the source IS data collection and lexical frequency and distribution analysis, 

selections were chosen to create the Study Two comprehension test protocol. The test 

protocol was administered in five geographically diverse test locations:  the Czech Republic, 

Brazil, Japan, Australia, and the United States of America. Several measurements of 

comprehension are included; following different methods used in NSL comprehension 

studies.  

The second study deployed a subset of presentation discourses from the small corpus 

of expository IS data in Study One. Lecture segments, highly frequent fully-lexical signs, and 

depicting segments identified from the first study are used to create a comprehension test. It 

was suggested from studies on SL comprehension (Rodriguez Ortiz et al, 2008) that different 

methods for testing comprehension allow a broader view of the way participants understand a 

discourse. The Rosenstock study of IS comprehension recommended additional types of 

measures in future investigations other than multiple choice questions.  

4.4.1 Measuring Comprehension   

In Study Two, four quantitative methods measure IS comprehension. Several of these 

were used in prior studies to assess SL discourse comprehension (Marschark et al., 2005; 

Rodriguez Ortiz et al., 2008; Pollard et al., 2007). Self-assessment about comprehension 

(Napier & Barker) also is a noted method for comparison against other comprehension 

measures.  Therefore, four scores in this study result from the following testing tasks: a 

subjective comprehension ratings of video clips, correct meaning identification of high-

frequency lexical signs in the data, answers to content questions about a viewed IS lecture 

passage in a structured interview format, and quantifiable discourse idea information 

conveyed in a retell task. In addition, the 9 short DS clusters described in §4.3.9 provided 

complex utterances and specific depicting signs in context, and participantsô responses to 

them were collected and analyzed. It enabled me to qualitatively assess whether text 

information was partially or more richly understood from metaphor and space blends evident 

in depicting signs and in the DS clusters overall.  

The Rosenstock study primarily used a computerized multiple-choice test using 

pictorial, non-verbal question prompts. She determined a score for participantsô 

comprehension of a 1-minute IS segment they had viewed immediately before. For this 

current study, a multiple-choice question format was not used and other suggestions from the 

2004 study were chosen instead. This decision was also informed by reported benefits in the 

use of recall tasks (Rodriguez Ortiz, 2008), vocabulary identifications (Haug, 2011), and 
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open-ended content questions (Ozuru et al., 2013) in SL comprehension testing, which were 

discussed in Chapter 2.   

Comprehension of IS discourse passages is determined by several measures that 

require participants to recognize lexical signs from presentations they viewed, and to 

reproduce realized content. Participants were asked direct content questions about the 

stimulus video information in a structured interview procedure and for one video, they were 

given a retell task. The assessment also includes one measure to elicit general, subjective 

understandability ratings about each video segment. Varied measurements were chosen in 

order to get a richer understanding about IS comprehension based on diversified methods for 

eliciting data, and to meet the needs of varied kinds of test-takers with different abilities as 

well as linguistic and cultural backgrounds (Zheng et al., 2007).    

Participants were asked broad and specific questions about larger texts in order to 

determine global understanding, main points, and details understood from the IS lecture 

passages. They were also tasked to recognize lexical signs from the text viewed, as well as 

numbers and fingerspelled words. At the same time, the limits of working memory are 

considered in determining utterance length for the retell task. Constraints in working memory 

are known to impact higher cognitive tasks such as comprehension, learning, and reasoning 

(Baddeley, 1992). The retelling task is outlined in the next section along with the other test 

sections. 

For lexical identifications and content questions, a threshold of successful 

comprehension was established at a minimum score of 75% each and combined. The 

benchmark is established based on the fact that many tests of language proficiency and/or 

comprehension identify a threshold of ñcompetenceò to be roughly between 75-80% or better 

(TOEFL, English Language Proficiency Exam (ELPE), and the Test of English for 

International Communication, TOEIC). Discussion about successful IS comprehension and 

effectiveness bear this benchmark in mind; however, recall that SL comprehension (of 

interpreted lectures) is often not close to 100% and ranges between 50-90% (Rodriguez-Ortiz, 

2008; Marschark et al. 2004; Napier and Barker, 2004). A study by Rodriguez & Mora Roche 

(2008) established 68% to be an acceptable performance for comprehension of a Spanish SL 

interpreted lecture. 

 Following Flay (2005), effectiveness needs to consider real-world conditions and 

some criteria around efficacy. Expository IS is meant to be efficacious for making lecture 

content accessible to varied SL users, as an auxiliary language. Results from all tasks enable a 

comparison of scores between different sociolinguistic groupings. For the retell task, 

comprehension is measured comparatively between IS and NSL stimulus video groups. A 
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discussion of results in Chapter 6 and conclusions in Chapter 7 integrate this benchmark, real-

world conditions, participant performances, the research questions herein, and IS usage 

settings.    

Participantsô performances on lexical identifications, content questions, and the retell 

task are measured by rubrics which are created from a content analysis of the textual 

information in each of the stimulus IS video clips shown. ñCorrectò responses about the 

meaning of frequent IS lexicon and textual content were quantified, allowing for 

comprehension scores for each participant to be determined (See §6.2). Finally, a qualitative 

analysis of participantsô understanding of short depicting sign clusters is made in §6.4.  

4.4.2 Collaboration with Cultural Liaisons and Interpreters/Translators 

In each of the five countries from where participants were recruited, comprehension 

tests were administered in the community with assistance from a local cultural liaison and/or 

qualified interpreter. At least one interpreter, and in some cases a cultural liaison, was present 

to assist with the administration of comprehension tests. The cultural liaison was identified in 

each country to aid in the recruitment of participants, as described below in §4.4.2. They were 

also asked to either provide interpreting if they were qualified to do so, or to locate a qualified 

interpreter with whom the researcher would collaborate.     

Working with interpreters to aid in cross-cultural research projects is not a new 

concept, given the need to elicit accurate data and ensure that the meaning of questions are 

understood by participants (Harkness, Pennell, & Schoua-Glusber, 2004). It is important to 

develop research partnerships between investigators both within and outside the sociocultural 

situation under investigation to help guard against researcher bias (Davis, 1995). To obtain 

valid and reliable data, it is important that quantitative measures use a culturally appropriate 

instrument  (Brislin, 1970). Reliance on skilled translation in cross-cultural research is a 

methodological issue and procedures used for interpreting quantitative instruments in cross-

cultural research can be complex, but appropriately utilized translation can reduce the impact 

of cross-linguistic misunderstandings and avoid inaccurate conclusions (Willgerodt, Kataoka-

Yahiro, Kim, Ceria, 2005). The local interpreters and liaisons served as cultural ñinsiders,ò to 

ensure that culturally sensitive approaches are used when including participants who do not 

share the researcherôs culture and language. 

Local SL interpreters were relied upon in order to provide a translation of two IS 

video clips into the local NSL and be available during testing. Translation of Videos D and E 

was done using an adapted translation approach proposed by Brislin (1970, 1980). This 

included development of an idiom-free English version of the IS Videos D and E which 
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corresponds to short utterance segments in the source IS videos. The researcher developed 

this initial English version as a supplement to the original IS text, which was given to the five 

different SL interpreters for their local NSL translations.  

The local interpreter created a local NSL translation of Videos D and E  (Dô and Eô) 

and, later, either a different local SL interpreter or the same interpreter completed a back-

translation to review the content and semantic equivalence of the translation. Interpreters and 

local assistants were paid an agreed-upon fee for their work. Video D and Dô were both used 

for the retell task. For the translated Video Dô, the local interpreter was relied upon for 

verification of participantsô responses after being trained in use of the retell rubric. The use of 

rubrics and analysis with the assistance of local interpreters is further reported in §4.4.6. 

4.4.3 The Test Instrument 

IS comprehension was assessed by five different test elements (four quantitative and 

one qualitative) as noted above. A summary of two test sequences is shown in Table 15. 

Participants were randomly assigned one sequence or the other. The tasks are coded in the 

table by the following numbers: 1) a quantitative Likertītype judgment scale used to rate each 

IS video text; 2) direct content questioning via a structured interview procedure; 3) a lexical 

semantic identification task that was quantitatively scored; 4) elicitation and quantitative 

analysis of a propositional retell task; and 5) qualitative analysis of meanings understood from 

reviewing short segments of depicting signs in the texts.  

 

Comprehension Tasks Key: 

1- Rating about video understanding   2- Content questions  

3- Lexical identification      4- Text recall/retell task   

5- Meaning identification of depicting sequences    

 

 Table 15 Comprehension Test Sequences #1 &  #2    

 

Five short presentation video clips were shown to each participant ð four IS lectures 

and one locally translated lecture ð each with subsequent queries to ascertain aspects of 

comprehension of the video just watched. For example, participants first viewed video A, then 

Test	Sequence	#1 Tasks Test	Sequence	#2 Tasks

Video	A 1,2,3,5 Video	A 1,2,3,5

Video	B1 1,2 Video	B1 1,2

Video	B2 1,2,3,5 Video	B2 1,2,3,5

Video	C 1,2,3,5 Video	C 1,2,3,5

Video	D 4,1,2,3,5 Video	E 1,2,3,5

Video	Eȭ 1,2,3,5 Video	Dȭ 4,1,2,3,5
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made a judgment about how well they understood it and answered a series of questions about 

the content. Next, they were shown several high frequency signs that occurred in the video 

and asked to identify their meaning, and lastly they were shown 2-4 short depicting sequences 

from the video and asked to explain what they meant given the context. Comprehension tasks 

for videos A, B, C, and E were the same ð view the signerôs full segment, rate oneôs 

comprehension of it, answer content questions, and identify lexical signs and short depicting 

segments. The task for video D was different. Rather than watch the entire segment, the text 

was paused intermittently to allow participants to give a retell of the content. Then the other 

four comprehension tasks were given as they were with the other video texts.   

The test was designed with two different sequences, both starting with Videos A, B, 

and C, but with slightly different sequencing of videos D and E. Participants from each 

country test site were randomly assigned one or the other. The design allowed for half of the 

participants to be tested on the original IS version of Video D or E or the local NSL version of 

them. The aim was to also see if there are potential differences in comprehension of IS versus 

the same content in a NSL. One of the inquiries of this study is, ñHow does comprehension of 

IS compare to comprehension of NSLs?ò The first method for answering this comes from 

participantsô subjective judgments about how well or not they understood each videotext and 

signer they viewed. In each test sequence (#1 or #2), participants view four IS videos and one 

video in their NSL, thus a comparison can be made. A second measurement to address this 

inquiry comes from the retell task using Video D, which assesses the amount of discourse 

conveyed between participants who see the IS version D or their local NSL version Dô.   

The stimulus videos D and Dô were shown in short consecutive segments with pauses 

that allowed participants to retell immediately after seeing each segment. Pauses were 

inserted at intuitive prosodic boundaries of the IS utterances, typically cued by phrase-final 

lengthening of sign hold, blinks, or head nods.  Varied SLs exhibit phrase final cues via these 

types of articulations (Fenlon, Denmark, Campbell & Woll, 2007; Wilbur, 1994).  

Furthermore, short utterances can be segmented, each contributing to the build up of 

discourse.  A text base is built up over the course of the retelling task and at the end of the 

retell, using the comprehensibility rating scale, participants could make a judgment about 

comprehension. 

For video D, or Dô, the amount of discourse information conveyed in the retell was 

quantified by a content analysis and from this, a rubric was created to measure discourse 

content retold. The rubric for this measurement is seen in Appendix L, and §4.4.6.3 elaborates 

on the scoring of Video D/Dô: Retell Task. The total idea unit information conveyed for those 
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who saw the IS text is compared to what was conveyed by those who viewed the local SL 

version. A discussion of these findings can be found in the results §6.2.4. 

Size of chunk chosen for the recall task is informed by prior studies on working 

memory for spoken lecture listening. The very few studies on sign language working memory 

to date often use sign item recall lists rather than immediate retell or summaries (Wang, 

2012). While listening to lectures, attendees simultaneously or in overlapping manner, 

activate a knowledge base and through recognition and analysis of utterances, interpret 

possible pragmatic meaning and store a organized mental representation in long term memory 

(Rost, 1994). It has been shown that 2-4 propositions are optimal for integrating new 

information into working memory and making coherent the immediate text information 

(Rickheit, Schnotz & Strohner, 1985). Deaf native signersô ASL working memory capacity is 

similar to native English speakersô English working memory capacity (Butla, Supalla, 

Newport, and Bavelier, 2004). Keeping in mind these facts of working memory that would 

impact the participantsô retell task, segments were paused after between 30-80 seconds and 

comprised between 2-6 ideas contributing to the discourse construction.  

 Information about each presentation video segment is indicated in Table 16. Note that 

Video D included two presenters, alternating between IS and JSL. The IS segments from the 

original were edited and spliced together as a continuous text, with pauses for retelling. The 

same was done for the JSL version of video, which served as the local NSL version for the 

Japanese test site. 

 

 

Table 16 Comprehension test video segment information 

 

4.4.3.1 Rationale for Selections 

These test videos were chosen based on several considerations: text length, familiarity 

with lecture topic, and diversity of IS presenter. Signer pace and video quality were additional 

Test	Video	Clip Segment	time Topic

A 0:00-5:21 Health	issues	for	Deaf	people	

B1 0:00-4:03	 Plenary	on	Developing	countries;	Part	1

B2 4:03-5:33,7:29-8:38 Plenary	on	Developing	countries;	Part	2	

C 0:00-3:56	 WFD	Election	speech

D

2:55-	3:50,4:55-	5:45,6:40-

7:35,29:32-30:13,30:44-

31:14,31:35-31:50,32:11-32:41

Japanese	Federation	of	the	Deaf	collaborative	

work

E 0:0-4:39,5:54-	6:37 Boy	scouts	International

D' 5:00	mins JFD	collaborative	work		local	SL	version)

E' 6:30	mins Boy	scouts	International	(local	SL	version)
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considerations. First, it was important to show one or two cohesive, complete discourses 

rather than short one-minute clips (as was done in the Rosenstock study). The size of the 

chunk used for testing stimuli was an important consideration. From the 13 presentations in 

the full dataset (see Study One), only two IS source videos were complete presentations with 

an opening, a body, and a closing. Video A and C met this criteria and they capture two 

different deaf presenters with many years of experience using IS to large groups of 

linguistically and culturally diverse audiences. One is from Northern Europe and the other is 

from North America. The other texts fulfilled other criteria sought for the IS stimuli: inclusion 

of broadly familiar topics and diversity of presenter native language and country of origin.  

When deciding on the length of the segment of text to show participants, care needed 

to be taken that enough input could allow a participant to watch and construct the meaning of 

the text. Context, as explained in Chapter 3 (ñTheoretical considerationsò), is essential for 

meaning, both in its creation and interpretation. The decision was therefore made to show 

participants full passages of IS text and then give them tasks to measure different levels of 

comprehension.    

Video clip selections were also based on the potential for varied deaf people to be 

familiar with the topic or interested in the presentation subject. Background knowledge or 

prior experience with content of a text has been shown to aid in listening comprehension 

(Long, 1990). Comprehension is aided by observersô familiarity with the topic, as they bring 

knowledge and experience to decoding a text  (van den Broek & Kremer, 2000). In addition, 

interest in the topic of an expository text also aids comprehension, and receivers of the text 

process it for deeper meaning than those without initial interest in the subject (Schiefele, 

1996). Interest in the discourse topic also is shown to increase recall of text information 

(Ramsay, & Sperling 2010). 

Video B is a lecture segment about a topic familiar and important to many Deaf 

people and Deaf education. The clip was taken from the first part of a shared presentation 

given by two co-presenters. It is separated into two consecutive sections, B1 and B2, because 

each captured two different signers, one of whom is from West Africa and the other from 

Canada. Video segment B1 and Video D met the goal of including diverse IS presenters 

whose language and country origins are not solely European or American.    

Video D is the beginning and middle excerpt of a presentation given by two Japanese 

co-presenters, one using JSL and the other using IS, presenting the same information in 

consecutive fashion. Only the IS portion is captured for Video D; however, the JSL version is 

also used as the local NSL version when it is shown to participants in Japan (see Procedure 

§4.4.5 below). The other four lecture texts are shown in full, with comprehension tasks given 
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after each, but use of this text is different. Video D was chosen for propositional retell task at 

all test sites. Half of the participants at each site are shown the original IS video, while others 

are shown a version in their local SL. The original IS text of this presentation is used for the 

comprehension test at all test sites, but translated into the local SL in the other four test sites. 

In the Japanese test site, the JSL segment was reviewed for equivalence by the local 

interpreter and shown as the local SL version, instead of having the IS text translated into 

JSL.   

The fifth selection, Video E, was included due to topic familiarity and its clear video 

quality and the slow, even signing pace of the presenter. Also, the presentation topic was 

expected to be somewhat familiar to deaf people in different countries due to the international 

presence of organized Boy and Girl Scout activities in many continents. Video E is the 

beginning segment of a presentation by a signer from Western Europe. The selection was 

chosen for the topic (Boy Scouts International), as well as to assess comprehension about the 

numeric and fingerspelled details given in the text about different scout age groups and 

names. Like Video D, this text was translated and shown to half of the participants in each 

country test site to determine how much detailed information is gleaned from IS versus the 

same information in oneôs NSL. 

The aim was to create a mixed testing protocol, recognizing the need to balance 

several factors. It was important to include IS presenters from diverse backgrounds yet limit 

the time of the testing tasks to reduce potential for fatigue that could arise. Eliciting responses 

to the content from different measures after participants viewed videos A, B, C, D, and E 

served to capture various aspects of comprehension. Furthermore, by presenting different 

content topics in different selections, the intent was to offer enough diversity of topic with 

which all participants, regardless of country of test site, might have some prior experiential 

awareness and/or interest.  

4.4.3.2 Test Element 1: Comprehensibility Ratings 

The initial measurement of comprehension was a subjective understandability rating, 

asked of participants immediately after viewing each short IS presentation text. Judgments 

were made about the overall comprehensibility of each video clip text using a non-verbal, 

pictorial rating scale. The numerical scale indicates values between 1-5, with 1 being difficult 

to understand and 5 being very easy to understand. Each of these icons was further explained 

at the start of the test so that participants knew the scale and their options for making a 

judgment. An icon corresponding with each numeric value allowed participants to circle their 

subjective rating of the preceding IS text they viewed. Figure 29 shows the pictorial rating 
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scale, which was printed several times on a form they used to rate each video signer 

throughout the whole test session..  

  

Figure 29 Subjective Comprehension Rating Scale  

 

4.4.3.3 Test Element 2: Structured Questions Interview 

 The second measurement of comprehension is determined by answers to content 

questions asked after the participant viewed each IS text. Some of the questions were meant to 

elicit information about inferences and interpretations participants made regarding the goal of 

the signer, the composition and size of the audience, as well as the type of presentation, which 

was formal. Other information was sought about what was understood about the main points 

as well as details in the text. An overall score was calculated for participantsô responses, as 

well as a breakdown of what kind of information was understood from the IS videotexts 

viewed. Questions measured the conveyance of several kinds of information from the 

lectures: discourse pragmatics and goal, main points, and details.  

It was decided that asking participants direct questions in the participantsô NSL would 

not likely resemble the source IS text surface form for the correct answer. Discussed in 

Chapter 2, multiple choice questions (MCQs) tend to measure prior knowledge and 

familiarity related to the text while open-ended questions require the participant to generate 

meaningful and accurate ideas from the input text (Ozuru, Briner, Kurby & MacNamara, 

2013). Therefore, participants must actively recollect information from the source text that 

would show they were able to comprehend and integrate the material via memory and a 

conceptual mental representation of what they perceived the IS text meant. By providing the 

opportunity to respond to content questions in their NSL, it aimed to elicit a more realistic 

measurement of the amount and the specific text information that had been retrieved and 

understood. 

Thirty questions comprise the Q &A section, and questions are categorized as:  

pragmatic discourse information and goal, main points, and details. The full list of questions 

and their type are noted in Appendix I within the rubric created to score this part of the 
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comprehension assessment. Five questions pertain to pragmatic information, three pertain to 

goal, 11 refer to main points in the texts, and 11 seek detailed information from the IS 

stimulus videos texts.  

Pragmatics is related to how people use language in different contexts. The questions, 

ñWhat type of presentation is this?ò ñWho do you think the audience is, and where might this 

lecture be taking place?ò and  ñTell me about the audience you think s/he is talking to?ò were 

asked to ascertain what the participant thought regarding the size and make up of the 

audience. It was anticipated that answers would be aided by the initial contextual information 

at the start of the test and informed by the overall feel of the videotext, given the signing 

space of the presenter, the topic, and the way the presenter carried out the presentation. 

Expected responses to these discourse pragmatic questions were ñlarge conference, large 

audience, mostly Deaf people from international backgrounds, or mixed audience of deaf and 

hearing people.ò  

Questions about the goal of the discourse in videos A, B, and C were asked to 

ascertain whether or not participants understood the purpose and overarching goal of the 

presenters. Examples were ñWhy is he giving this lecture?ò and ñWhat is she talking about 

and why?ò Anticipated target answers were broad, such as ñTo give background on a project 

and introduce the main speaker,ò or ñTo inspire the audience and/ or to get elected,ò and ñTo 

describe the educational situation for deaf people in developing countries.ò It was also 

predicted that participants might give ideas about general points made by the speaker, almost 

in a summary style, which would match target answers to the subsequent questions about 

main points. 

Content questions about each video varied in level of detail during the interview, and 

the last two lecture clips shown comprised the most detailed information. Questions about 

speakersô main points and details conveyed in the IS presentations were asked in all five clips. 

Main point questions sought key points conveyed in the IS presentation about comparisons 

being made, problems the signer describes, and causal relationships. ñWhat did the presenter 

and that other person do together?ò ñWhat are the two presenters comparing?ò ñWhat are 

some of the education problems in her country?ò are examples of questions that targeted main 

points conveyed in the video. Detailed questions sought names, places, numbers, and specific, 

listed examples given in the IS lectures. Example questions about details were,  ñWho is the 

person to the left of the speakerò? ñHow many Deaf people attended the 1991 WFD 

conference?ò ñName four activities that Boy Scouts participate inò and ñWhat are the five 

different age groups in the Boy Scouts called?ò 
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Immediately after responding to questions about the IS lecture segment just viewed, 

participants were then shown individual high frequency IS signs that had occurred in the text. 

The next section elaborates on the lexical identification task. 

4.4.3.4 Test Element 3: Lexical Identifications 

In this second measure of comprehension, a series of IS signs which appear in the text 

they just viewed, are subsequently shown to participants in order to ascertain their 

understanding. L2 listeners may be able to understand and decode all of the words, but may 

not be able to comprehend the main goal or argument of the speaker (Hu, 2009; Kintsch & 

Keenan 1973). It was therefore important to determine if the knowledge of regularly used IS 

signs correlates with improved comprehension of a whole IS text.  

Forty-five (45) high frequency fully-lexical signs were identified in the first study (see 

§5.2.1). Six to thirteen signs were shown after each video presentation and structured 

questioning of content. Each sign was shown to the participants twice before they were then 

asked to give an answer about the IS sign meaning. Sign meaning was documented on the 

scoring sheet; having been taken from free translations of the sign used in varied utterances 

and by varied IS presenters.  A tally of all correctly identified lexical signs, fingerspelled 

words, and numbers was made and each participant was given a score for lexical 

identifications, numbers, and fingerspelled words. 

4.4.3.5 Test Element 4: Video D Retell Task 

The next comprehension test element involved a retell task of Video D, which 

evaluated comprehension by asking participants to restate discourse information from an IS 

presentation. This measure assesses the understanding of discourse idea units from an IS 

presentation text and compares retelling performances from NSL versions of the same 

presentation information. This was done by showing a series of consecutive, 10-20 second 

segments of an IS presentation (Video D) to half of the participants in each country cohort; 

the other half was shown a NSL version (Video Dô). Participants were assigned either test 

sequence #1 or test sequence #2, so half of them were asked to retell from the original IS text, 

and the other half from their local NSL version of the same IS text.  

A content analysis of IS Video D resulted in the identification of 58 idea units for the 

scoring rubric (excerpt shown in Figure 30). See Appendix L for the complete rubric. When 

the NSL translated version (Dô) did not equivalently align with all 58 propositions in the 

source text, the rubric was adjusted. It was also expected that a participant would not obtain a 

perfect score retelling all of the propositional idea information from the source video, due to 
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test fatigue and potential working memory differences in participants. Of interest in this 

assessment is the difference in the average amount of content retold between those who 

viewed the IS lecture and those who retold from the same content in their NSL. 

Contextual information was given about the presentation at the start of the retell task. 

It was important to ensure the text could be situated in a context for the observer, to enable 

each successive clip (if understood) to construct a large enough chunk of discourse to 

generate mental representation of ideas that could be realized.  

 

 

Figure 30 Excerpt of Video D retell rubric 

 

4.4.3.6 Test Element 5: Depicting Sign Clusters 

The fifth assessment in the comprehension test results in qualitative information about 

what participants understood by short utterances that appeared within the video clip just 

viewed. The utterance units from the stimulus video use at least one depicting sign and 

another SL sign type. The purpose of including depicting sign segments in the stimulus 

material for IS comprehension testing is to determine the extent of meaning-creation in short 

utterances that combine common sign language elements in real space blends.  These 

depicting segments are composite utterances because they employ at least one depicting sign 

and other types of semiotic signs.  

The inventive power of depiction as participants within complex utterances is a 

potentially rich area of inquiry in this international contact signing system. The DS clusters 

Video	segment	Idea	Units									Circle:		IS			or			NSL		version
1	point	

each
Participant	

#	

1a Before	we	start,	want	to	share	something 1

1b There	was	an	earthquake	in	Japan 1

1c It	happened	March	2011 1

1d It	caused	a	large	tsunami 1

1e The	damage	was	terrible 1
1f A	nuclear	accident	and	power	outage	occurred. 1

2a The	world	Deaf	communities	(you)	sent	messages 1

2b Asked	if	we	were	ok 1

2c Money	and	donations	were	sent 1

2d We	want	to	thank	you	for	your	generosity. 1
2e This	supports	the	work	of	the	JFD 1

3a The	JFD	is	working	hard	to	help	Deaf	people	affected 1

3b We	are	making	repairs 1
3c Please	continue	to	send	donations. 1

4a The	JFD	started	in	1947 1
4b Since	then	we	work	towards	4	aims 1

5a One	is	interpreter	training 1

5b The	second	is	obtaining	legal/human	rights	for	deaf	people 1

5c Thirdly	attainment	of	drivers	licenses	for	Deaf	persons 1
5d Fourth,	establishing	more	deaf	(community	service)	organizations 1
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that were selected for this level of analysis provide main point information in the text in 

which it appears.  Participants were shown a few of these short sequences after each video  

and nine were selected for analysis and are reported in §6.4.  

 

4.4.3.7 Demographic Questionnaire 

Demographic information about each participant in the five cohort groups was 

collected by administration of a short questionnaire (Appendix A). Data of interest included 

participantsô country of origin, education, first SL, whether raised by deaf or hearing parents, 

frequency of IS use, knowledge of ASL, knowledge of English, as well as questions about 

SLs with which they were familiar and their travel experience and contact with foreign deaf 

people. This data was elicited so that certain sociolinguistic characteristics of participants 

could be analyzed against comprehension measures (See Analysis §4.5 & §6.3.2). Coding was 

then determined for each piece of demographic information for all participants and noted in a 

database for later analysis with comprehension test performance information and scores.  

4.4.4 Study Two Participants  

A search for participants for the IS comprehension assessment ñStudy Twoò took 

place with the assistance of a local cultural liaison or interpreter. Initial contact was made 

with potential liaisons during the international conference where expository IS was collected 

at the start of this research (see §4.3.1). A follow-up letter seeking assistance was emailed to 

several interested contacts in eight different countries (Appendix F). The criteria for 

participants was clearly outlined, with the aim of recruiting deaf people between the age of 18 

and 65, preferably who had begun learning sign language before the age of 6, and had 

completed a minimum of a 12-year, high school education.  

The original aim was to include signers from non-European or North American 

continents and countries in Asia, Africa, South America, and the Middle East, as they were 

not differentiated in the Rosenstock study. These critical cultural liaisons were solicited at the 

conferences where the researcher collected source IS data; however, due to funding and time 

constraints and response rates from all potential local representatives, the researcher was 

unable to enlist a liaison and not able to include participants from an African or a Middle 

Eastern community as hoped. The researcher did successfully gain entrée to one Asian 

community, in Japan, and another in South America.  

The five test sites eventually chosen resulted from the assistance of cultural liaisons 

and interpreters from a relative diversity of geographic regions, each with unrelated sign 
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language origins. As noted above, participants were recruited from five geographic regions:  

Northern Asia, South America, Central Europe, and from two regions where the NSL may 

share some signs with IS ð North America and Australia.  

The current project incorporates suggestions for future study that the earlier IS 

comprehension research makes, namely, increased numbers of diverse subjects and 

differentiated data on the differences in comprehension between North American, Asian, and 

deaf people from other geographic regions. 

The announcement seeking participant volunteers (see Appendix A) was shared with 

cultural liaisons. Liaisons with connections to the local community have skill in the local 

culture, sign language, and spoken/written language and thus translated the recruitment 

announcement and solicited volunteers through their community networks. Each liaison used 

a personal approach either with a direct solicitation to candidates who met the participant 

criteria, or via the general announcement where potential participants were notified in the 

local SL about the study. 

The aim was to locate deaf participants who had been using their NSL since 

childhood. Soliciting for participants with an early exposure to language aimed to control for 

potential deficits in cognitive development that might impact performance on language 

processing, such as lexical identification (Emmorey and Corina, 1990). Deaf individuals who 

are exposed to language earlier in life perform better than those with delayed exposure on 

sign language processing and knowledge tests (Morford & Mayberry, 2000). They also 

performed better on sign language utterance recall tests and comprehension of shadowed sign 

language material than those with delayed exposure to ASL, (Mayberry, 1993). By including 

participants with a solid first language foundation, it is assumed that this would potentially 

maximize their language skills and better position them to recognize and understand aspects 

of a mix SL system presented in the comprehension test video clips. 

Five different country locations were selected for participant recruitment. A total of 32 

deaf participants was recruited, with six to eight from each country. Their first sign languages 

are JSL, LIBRAS, Auslan, CZSL, and ASL. Some participants reported their first written or 

spoken language (speech and lip-reading) to be their national spoken language ð Japanese, 

Portuguese, (Australian) English, (American) English, and Czech. A few also reported second 

or third language familiarity with English, or other SLs. Seventeen (17) of the 32 were 

monolingual SL users, and 15 had varying knowledge of 2-5 other SLs. 

Demographic information was collected to ascertain factors that correlate with 

comprehension of IS information. Data of interest for analysis includes:  country of origin, 

first SL, whether raised by deaf parents, frequency of IS use, knowledge of ASL, knowledge 
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of English, and amount of travel experience and contact with foreign deaf people. Table 17 

summarizes demographic groupings of the participants in this study. 

Out of the 32 total participants, there were 21 women and 11 men of varied age 

groups. Eight were between 19-29 years of age, 13 were between 30-39, five were between 

ages 40-49, three people were in their 50s, and three were between 60-65 years of age. 

 

Demographics Men Women 

Participants (n=32) 11 21 

Age (mean and std. dev.) 43 (+/- 15yrs) 34  (+/- 9.8yrs) 

Started learning 1
st
 SL (mean age) 3 (+/- 4yrs) 4.6 (+/- 6yrs) 

Deaf Parents 5 6 

Monolingual SL user 

Bilingual SL user 

6 

5 

11 

10 

Education:     High school diploma 

                        Some university 

                        University degree 

5 

3 

3 

57 

9 

 

Travel Experience:   None 

                                   1-5 countries 

                                   6-14 countries 

                                   > 15 countries 

2 

6 

2 

1 

4 

8 

7 

2 

Use of IS 

  Never 

  Rare  

  Sometimes 

  Regular 

 

1 

5 

3 

2 

 

3 

6 

7 

5 

Table 17 Study One participant demographics 

 

All participants met the minimum educational criteria, with 10 being high school 

graduates, 10 had completed some college or higher education, and 12 had completed a 

university degree or higher qualification. Eleven participants had been raised by one or both 

deaf parents and the majority (21) were raised by hearing parents. Twenty-eight had begun 

learning their native SL before the age of 6 years old at home or in pre-school, and the 

remaining four had some exposure to their NSL by peers in first and second grade, although 

not in the classroom.   

The range of participantsô travel experience and contact with other deaf foreigners was 

highly varied but balanced across all participants. Six had no foreign travel experience, 14 

people had travelled to up to five different countries where they met foreign deaf people, nine 

participants had been to 6-14 countries, and three had travel experience in more than 15 

countries, one of whom had travelled and met deaf people in more than 30 different countries. 
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Another important variable of interest is how often participants use some form of 

international signing contact. In each country cohort group, there were varied degrees of 

exposure and experience using IS to communicate. Four people had never seen or used IS 

before, 11 people stated rare usage ð less than 1-2 times per year, 10 report using it 

sometimes (every few months), five participants reported use of IS often (1-5 per month), and 

two stated they use IS 1-3 times per week. 

The profile of participants in the study is a sociological mix, which is a fairly 

representative picture about the variation one finds in deaf community members who would 

come into contact with each other and rely upon expository IS via conference attendance or 

online information. 

4.4.5 Procedure:  Comprehension Testing 

 

Each participant was scheduled for 2 hours of individual testing, at a location that was 

accessible from his or her home. In collaboration with the researcher, the liaison-interpreter 

arranged meeting space, translations of Videos D and E in advance, and scheduled participant 

testing appointments over the course of 3 to 4 days during a time when the researcher could 

arrive (for overseas sites), prepare, and conduct the comprehension assessments. This section 

describes the procedure used in the collection of comprehension data. 

All t esting sessions were conducted in a quiet room, free from distractions. The 

participant sat at a table facing a computer laptop with the video stimulus clips queued, and 

the researcher sat at a 90-degree angle to the participant. A qualified interpreter was seated 

near the researcher, within the sight line of the participant. In four out of the five locations, 

the interpreter served as both interpreter and assistant to the researcher. In one test siteð the 

Czech Republic ð the local deaf cultural liaison assisted with the administering of the test in 

the local NSL (Option 2 in Figure 31). The interpreters and assistant also had a copy of the 

test questions and coding sheet to translate questions by the researcher and if necessary, they 

assisted in noting responses by the participant during the test process. The interpreters were 

encouraged to use sufficient processing time before rendering the target interpretation, and 

often the interpreting was done consecutively. It is shown that more processing time between 

receiving a source message and rendering a target increases the accuracy of the target 

message. Interpreters who use more processing time make fewer errors and omissions 

(Cokely, 1992a). Interpreters provided services during the testing and aided with the review 

of their interpretations of participant responses.  
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Option 1 (with interpreter)          Option 2 (with interpreter and local assistant) 

       
Figure 31 Comprehension test seating arrangements 

 

Before the start of the assessment, each participant was given information about the 

research and consented (See consent form in Appendix E). They were also asked to complete 

a short demographic questionnaire (Appendix D). The researcher provided orientation to the 

study and collected consent and demographic information through the local interpreter. In 

some cases, consent and initial paperwork was completed directly by the local cultural liaison, 

who was trained and collaborated with the researcher. Participants were encouraged to ask 

questions before signing the consent and before the start of the assessment. The sessions were 

video and audio recorded with a high definition video camera situated to capture the 

participantôs signed responses to the researchers questions, as well as to record the 

interpreterôs translations of responses. This ensured that interpreted responses could be 

reviewed during data coding, scoring, and analysis.  

After receiving instructions about the assessment and signing consent, participants 

were given some contextual information about the videos they would be viewing. They were 

also given IS comprehension treatment as an L2 comprehension task. Contextual clues were 

shown to aid in comprehension for L2 learners, as noted in the literature review. IS is a 

contact system that presents challenges to audience similar to those learning a foreign, second 

language. In this case, the L2 is a not fully-conventional language, but rather a multi-lingual 

code mix with some emerging conventions, so to adjust for the fact that participants were not 

viewing the presentation in its original setting, some basic contextual information was given 

to aid their schema building. People understand discourse when they can tap into mental 

models or schemas about settings and events, which includes roles and relationships and goals 

of the participants (van Dijk & Kintsch, 1983). As described in Chapter 3, understanding 

composite utterances involves successful prompting of intended mental space constructions, 
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their elements, and building up discourse meaning in the mind of the perceiver (Fauconnier, 

1985, 1987). 

Audiences at international conferences where expository IS is used often have access 

to a conference handbook written in English. These materials include presentation titles, a 

short description, or perhaps information about an overarching theme in a series of 

presentations. Often, conference program books note the names and biographies of the 

presenters, and include anywhere from a limited or more detailed description of the actual 

presentations and their goal. Audience members can usually determine the formality of the 

presentation and the goal of a speaker, as well as the main points and details, soon after a 

presentation begins. Pragmatic discourse cues prompt meaning and the observer is expected 

to make inferences and coherent sense of the presentation setting, goals, and addressed 

audience.   

Participants in this study were given the information that was available on site where 

the presentations took place. This was taken from the conference program book, which was 

printed in English and included the title of the presentation; no other information was 

available in the conference program book about the lecture other than it was under a particular 

theme of short presentations. Participants were told that they would be viewing an IS 

presentation lecture by a deaf person on a given theme, and prior to viewing each video 

segment they were told the title of the presentation, which suggested the general topic. This 

information was interpreted through the sign language interpreter. The title of each 

presentation was also shown in English at the start of each of the five video clips used. 

In §4.4.3 above, Table 15 shows video clip test sequences, #1 and #2.  Participants 

were randomly assigned to one of the two test sequences. Half of the participants at each test 

site were given Test #1, and the other half was given Test #2.   

Test #1 and #2 were a series of five mini-texts, each with different topic content 

presented by different Deaf signers. They were identical in sequence, showing the exact same 

first three video lectures ð A, B (B1 & B2), and C. The last two video stimuli are different 

ð (D and Eô, or E and Dô respectively). The first four clips were the original texts in IS, but 

the final clip is a local NSL translated version, either Video Dô or Video Eô. 

Video D and Dô sought the amount of propositional information retold from the text 

via the retelling task, while Video E and Eô seek specific details given in the text. The video 

was paused after short segments to allow a retell of the content for the researcher before 

working through the whole text. 

After viewing each video clip, participants made an initial judgment rating about ease 

of understanding. Then several structured questions about content were asked. Next, a 
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selection of high frequency IS signs taken from the text just watched were shown. Participants 

gave the meaning of each sign if they knew it; if not, they were asked to guess the meaning. 

Finally, short depicting segments from the text were shown, and participants were asked to 

describe what they believed the short utterances meant or referred to in the text. 

Videos A, C, and E were shown in their entirety before the series of comprehension 

assessments were given. Video segments B1 and B2 were shown with a short pause between 

the first presenter and her co-presenter to allow participants to make comprehension 

judgments and answer a few content questions about the message in the clip. After watching 

B2, participants made a comprehension judgment, answered a few more questions, and then 

were shown lexical items and depiction clusters from both presenters in Video B.    

For test sequence #1, participants viewed IS Video D (duration 5:00) in short 

segments with pauses for participants to retell (in their own SL) the content and work through 

the whole text. At the end of this retell task, the same usual assessments were given: 

comprehensibility judgment, answer three content questions, make nine lexical 

identifications, and four depiction cluster meaning identifications. Finally, they viewed Video 

Eô (duration 6:00), which was in their NSL, and made comprehensibility judgments, answered 

seven content questions, watched and identified five lexical signs from the original IS text, 

and viewed two depicting clusters and identified their meaning. 

For test sequence #2, participants viewed IS Video E (duration 6:00) and made 

comprehensibility judgments, answered seven content questions, watched and identified five 

lexical signs from the original IS text, and viewed two depicting clusters and identified their 

meaning. Finally, they viewed local SL Video Dô (duration 5:00), which was in their NSL. 

They were shown the text in short segments with pauses to retell the content and work 

through the whole text. At the end of the retell task, the usual assessments were given: 

comprehensibility judgment, three content questions, nine lexical identifications, and four 

depiction cluster meaning identifications.  

4.4.6 Scoring and Rubrics  

4.4.6.1 Lexical Identifications 

 In this section of the assessment, a score sheet was used to mark whether the 

participant correctly identified the signôs meaning (see Appendix I). As participants were 

shown individual lexical signs from the presentation videos they had just viewed, responses 

were recorded on high definition video and the interpreter rendered the response in English, 

which was captured by the cameraôs audio recording capability. The lexical frequency 
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analysis in Chapter 4 identified conventional meanings of these 45 highly occurring signs. 

Participants were given one point for each response that matched any of the meanings 

associated with the sign. If the response was a semantic equivalent, they were scored a point. 

Some adjustment needed to be made to account for four lexical items that were not seen by 

half of the participants in the IS stimulus text. Because all participants viewed either 

translated Video Dô or Video Eô in their NSL, they would not have had the opportunity to see 

1-3 of these lexical forms. In test sequence #1 participants would not have seen the sign for 

SCOUT, and for those viewing test sequence #2, they would not have seen ACCEPT, NS: 

ASIA-PACIFIC, or BRING in the IS context. Therefore, depending on which test sequence 

the person viewed, the score for lexical identifications was adjusted. Only the sign forms 

occurring in the viewed IS clips were included in the final calculations of this comprehension 

measurement (§6.2.3).   

4.4.6.2 Content Questions Interview Rubric 

A rubric (see Appendix J) was created to quantify responses to content questions and 

the researcher used it to give points for correct answers. The interpreters assisting in each test 

site were consulted during a review of their video recorded interpretations of participant 

responses to content questions. This allowed for verification of responses before determining 

a final score on questions. As long as participants responded with the elements of the 

expected answers noted in the answer key in the rubric, they were given full or partial points. 

For example, after IS presentation Video A, one detailed question asks, ñWho is the person to 

the presenterôs left side (to whom does he point while signing)?ò The answer (worth two 

points) is the personôs name, and one or both replies, ña colleagueò or ña doctor.ò  The 

fingerspelled name of the person was difficult to decipher for those who do not use a one-

handed fingerspelling system and it included the abbreviated honorific letters, D-R. It was 

also difficult for those who do use a one-handed fingerspelling system because it was 

articulated very quickly. If the participant replied with, ña research partnerò or ñhis 

colleague,ò then one point was granted. If they replied that the person was also a doctor, and a 

colleague or work partner, then the full two points were scored for that question. As 

participants gave their responses, the researcher asked questions in a semi-structured way, 

rephrased if needed, and, with the help of the interpreter and research assistant, made a 

determination about whether or not the question was answered satisfactorily. All participants 

were given one chance to elaborate on their reply if their initial response was vague or 

insufficient. A follow up question was asked to allow the researcher and interpreter to reframe 
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the question in a way that would elicit a response to determine whether or not the target 

information was understood.   

4.4.6.3 Video D Retell Task scoring and analysis 

The analysis of the retelling task for Video D or Dô (depending on which test the 

participant was assigned) required the completion of a content analysis of this expository IS 

presentation segment. The researcher is an interpreter who works from and into IS and 

rendered a text content analysis, which resulted in a sequence of 58 propositional idea units 

built up during the 6 minutes of the presentation clip. Also, a second experienced practitioner 

of expository IS, who rendered the live interpretation of Video D, was asked to review and 

check the resulting main idea units identified from Video D. The idea units were used to 

measure text retell information. The resulting idea unit list was used as a scoring rubric to 

score the amount of information retold in a recall task (see Appendix L: Propositional Scoring 

Sheet Video D/Dô). The content of the English version of IS Videos D and E was also 

checked by an experienced, skilled IS interpreter to verify that the English version captured 

information in the IS lectures.   

Described in §4.4.3.5, participants were shown one of two versions of the presentation 

in Video Dð the original IS or a translation into participantsô native SLs. After each local SL 

version of Video D (named Dô) was created, the cultural liaison and/or the interpreter in each 

test site reviewed the propositional scoring sheet and assessed it to be sure that the translated 

version contained the same propositional information as the original. Any discrepancies were 

either corrected before administering the retell task, or if realized afterwards, adjustments in 

scoring were made to reflect the correct expected number of propositional idea units. For 

example, in one of the local NSL translations, it was recognized that only 54 of the 58 idea 

units were clearly rendered in Video Dô. Therefore, participants retelling performances in that 

cohort group were measured against an expected 54 propositions rather than 58.  

After the testing was complete, the researcher collaborated with the local interpreter 

liaisons to review participantsô test data and their own interpretations of participant responses, 

which had been captured on video. Interpreter liaisons were trained in the aims of the retell 

and the use of the rubric during this collaborative process. This was to ensure the researcher 

appropriately scored whether or not the participant had retold the idea unit in each line of the 

rubric. Shortly thereafter, the local interpreters were asked to independently score 

participantsô retelling of Video D or Dô (depending on which test the participant had been 

assigned).   
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4.5 Analyses  

4.5.1 Quantitative and Qualitative Data Analyses 

 

 Several types of data are collected in this study, and some qualitative data is quantified 

by use of inferential text analysis, such as the Video D content analysis and content questions. 

ñContent analysis is a research technique for making replicable and valid inferences from 

texts (or other meaningful matter) to the contexts of their useò (Krippendorf, 2004; 18) 

Assessing an IS text for idea units involved a degree of interpretive analysis, which is 

unavoidably influenced by researcher subjectivity (Croker, 2009). 

In Study One, corpus-based methods using the digitized media annotation software 

ELAN aided in the description of IS lexicon and extraction of highly frequent lexical signs for 

testing. The annotation procedures were described above in §4.3.4- 4.3.9, as were details 

about searching the annotated data. Lexical analysis results are reported in §5.2.   

 In Study Two, varied methods of comprehension testing lend the data to qualitative 

and quantitative analysis. Quantitative Likert scale information from participantsô text 

comprehensibility judgments was calculated and a comparison of numeric mean ratings is 

reported in the results; however, responses to the lexical identifications, the content questions 

interview, and the text retell task resulted from transforming qualitative information into 

quantifiable performance scores. Rubrics were created for these quantitative data analyses  (as 

described above in §4.4.6) and their application in scoring participantsô comprehension results 

is elaborated in §6.2, along with quantitative results. Participant responses to seven depicting 

sign segments ð composite utterances taken from the test videos ð are presented in §6.4, in 

a qualitative discussion about composite elements that create meaning and the role of 

depicting signs in IS.  

 The collection of varied types of data provides different perspectives on the researched 

phenomenon. Test scores on lexical identifications and content questions, as well as 

quantitative information from retell performances, are discussed in comparison with 

qualitative information collected from depicting segment questioning. These results are 

compared with performance scores as part of the discussion of the findings in Chapter 7. 
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4.5.2 Analyses  

 

Linguistic and sociolinguistic factors for the comprehension of expository IS 

presentations are of interest, so quantitative results from both studies are assessed by several 

types of analyses between factors and/or measures.  A correlation analysis using Pearsonôs 

product-moment correlation coefficient allows one to determine the strength and direction 

(positive or negative) of the linear relationship between variables, and offers a simple starting 

point for assessing complex relationships between variables (Kraska-Miller, 2008). A 

Pearsonôs r is used initially to correlate participantsô scores on the lexical identifications and 

performance on the content questions and retell task (Table 18).  This tests the hypothesis that 

knowledge of high frequency lexical items in IS correlates with improved comprehension 

performance.  In order to see if the mean comprehension scores of different groups is 

significantly different, one can run several t-tests between groups (such as scores of 

participants who viewed specific users of ASL) . This tells something about the data, but 

when there are several factors to be considered, running an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) 

or regression is the better option to avoid a type 1 error (Ahlreck & Settle, 1995). ANOVA 

was applied to determine if there are any main effects that certain linguistic factors and 

sociolinguistic factors have on performance measures. Regression modeling and analysis also 

allowed the researcher to see what factors more or less predicted a response, such as 

comprehension test measure. 

Participantôs performances on comprehension tests were first correlated across tests, 

with variables shown in Table 18.  Linguistic features of IS video data used in comprehension 

testing were considered for their correlation with higher mean performance on content 

questions. In Table 19  main effects between groups were primarily sought, given hypotheses 

about linguistic characteristics of the stimulus video correlating strongly or not with 

participant performance scores.  Lastly, participantsô sociolinguistic profiles were analyzed 

against their performances on comprehension measures in order to predict whether certain 

factors favor better comprehension of expository IS lectures (Table 20) ANOVAs and 

regression analyses are made across several dependent and independent variables to test if 

correlations emerge about factors in IS comprehension. Correlations, main effects and 

interactions between sociolinguistic factors were analyzed through multivariate analyses 

using tools in the statistical program Minitab 17.
38

 The relationships between performance 

measurements, linguistic characteristics of test videos, and sociodemographic information of 

                                                      
38

 Minitab 17 is a statistical package available provided by Macquarie Universityôs iLab remote 

desktop interface.  
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participants are assessed between groups and the results of statistical tests are reported in  

§6.3. 

 Tables  19, 20 and 21 show the design of experiments applied for each hypothesis. In 

addition to assessing whether knowledge of lexical items in IS correlates with improved 

comprehension performance. subjective comprehension ratings are compared to actual 

performance on questions and (or Video D) the results of the retell task. A correlation is made 

to determine if oneôs rating of their perceived comprehension correlates with actual 

performance on comprehension measures. 

 

Independent Variables 

Performance scores 

Dependent 

Variables 

(Significance at pÒ.05) 

Test used 

Lexical IDs Score Content Questions Pearsonôs r 

Lexical IDs Score (on Video D) Retell Task Pearsonôs r 

Combined Score (Video D Lexical IDs + 

Content Questions) 

Retell Task Pearsonôs r 

Subjective IS Comprehension Ratings Content Questions Pearsonôs r 

Subjective IS Comprehension Ratings Retell Task Pearsonôs r 

Table 18 Performance variables 

 

The linguistic make up of expository IS and its relationship to comprehension is 

another area of inquiry in this study. Each of the video texts in the comprehension test 

exhibits different amounts of linguistic features, reported in Table 33, §5.4.2. Analyses are 

made about whether any of observed features correlated with participantsô comprehension 

ratings and performances on content questions (Table 19). Because intuitions suggest that 

more effective expository IS incorporates a large amount of gestural elements, depiction, and 

a reduced amount of lexical forms, it is important to test these hypotheses.  

A series of t-tests were used to determine if participants performed significantly 

different on performance measures when the video stimuli featured more or less of a linguistic 

variable (such as amount of gesture, English mouthing, or amount of ASL). These 

independent and dependent variables are shown in Table 20.   

Independent variables of video stimulus % distribution of gesture, CA, English 

mouthing, and signs by origins were correlated with the participantsô comprehension ratings 

of those videos. The same groupings for each independent variable was correlated with 

content question scores for those videos.  
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Independent Variables Dependent Variables 

Amount of Gesture signs  

  (Hi, Med, Low) 
Subjective comprehension ratings 

Content Questions score 

Amount of CA enactment 

(Hi, Low) 

Subjective comprehension ratings 

Content Questions score 

English Mouthing 

  (Hi, Low) Ling 

  (Eng, nonEng) SocLing 

-Ratings by English L2 participants 

-Ratings by Non-English participants 

-Content question scores of English L2 

-Content question scores of Non-English 

Sign Origins 

   ASL 

   Auslan 

   WFD 

   Gestuno 

-Ratings by all 

-Ratings by ASL/Auslan native users 

-Content Question scores all 

-Content Question scores ASL/Auslan native users 

Table 19 Linguistic Factors: Independent and Dependent Variables 

  

 Finally, other than SL and country origin, several sociolinguistic factors are explored 

by assessing participants divided across demographic groups. Independent variables, such as 

an audience memberôs travel experience and knowledge of ASL, are noted in Table 20.  

Several  ANOVAS and regression analyses were run for these variables, with a focus on main 

effects between groups.   
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Table 20 Sociolinguistic Factors: Matrix for regressions analysis  

 

4.6 Inter-rater reliability 

4.6.1 Study One inter-rater reliability  

 In Study One, I made all annotations with verification of a representative sampling of 

the data by a second annotator. There are inherent complexities with determining sign types in 

a contact SL rather than a conventional language, mainly due to the lack of conventions and 

community of users. Therefore, to check intuitions about IS forms and their types ð fully-

lexical, partly lexical, and non-lexical signs ð a second coder provided a reliability check on 

a random sampling of 10% of the 1753 unique sign tokens. These sign type judgments were 

later compared to how they had been separately coded and annotated by the researcher. The 

second coder is a qualified professional Auslan interpreter, works sometimes with IS, and is 

familiar with ASL. One hundred and seventy five (175) sign forms were independently 

assessed by the second coder, and determined according to their fit as one of the three types 

applied in this study. An inter-rater reliability analysis was made using the Kappa (k) statistic 

to determine consistency between coders. The result was an agreement of 94%, with k= 0.91 

Independent variables 

Sociolinguistic  

(sample groups) 

Dependent variables  

(Significance at pÒ.05) 

Travel Experience 

(zero, less than 5,  

less than15, extensive) 

-Lexical IDs Score 

- Content questions 

-Lex IDs + Content questions combined score 

Knowledge of ASL  

(native, non-native) 

 

-Lexical IDs Score 

- Content questions 

-Lex IDs + Content questions combined score 

Knowledge of English  

(zero, some, L2) 

-Lexical IDs Score 

-Content questions 

-Lex IDs + Content questions combined score 

Experience with use of IS 

(zero, sometimes, regular, 

often, weekly) 

-Lexical IDs Score 

- Content questions 

-Lex IDs + Content questions combined score 

Education level 

(Yr12, some Univ., degree)  

-Lexical IDs Score 

-Lexical IDs Score 

- Content questions 

-Lex IDs + Content questions combined score 

Native SL user/Deaf Parent(s) 

(1 or both, neither) 

-Lexical IDs Score 

- Content questions 

-Lex IDs + Content questions combined score 
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and a 95% Confidence Interval (90.46, 97.62). Kappa values below 0.59 are considered 

moderate, 0.60-0.79 are considered substantial, and 0.80-1.0 are considered outstanding 

(Landis, & Koch, 1977; Geertzen, 2012). This is interpreted to mean that the sign types and 

their distribution in IS reported in Study One are based on separate codersô high level of 

agreement.  

4.6.2 Study Two verifications and inter-rater reliability  

Scores on the comprehension test questions and also the propositional retelling task 

were checked and verified before final conclusions were made about participantsô 

comprehension of the IS video clips. The researcherôs scoring on the content questions and 

propositional retelling responses were discussed with the local interpreter and assistant, at 

times reviewing the video capture of the testing and live interpreted response. The aim was to 

ascertain an accurate assessment of the interpretation and the content of participantsô 

responses. A few discrepancies were discussed with the interpreter and the video clip was 

reviewed so that a determination could be made about whether the response matched or did 

not match the correct, anticipated answer.  

Several months after testing, interpreter assistants in the local test sites were asked to 

independently view and score a percentage (25%) of participant performances, which were 

randomly selected. The interpreterôs assistant scored these performances on the content 

questions and propositional information retell separately. and then scores were compared 

across the coderôs and the researcherôs itemized tally. A statistical analysis was made using 

Minitab to determine three measurements of inter-rater reliability (IRR). Although agreement 

between coders is frequently reported in terms of percentages, the approach has been 

criticized as inadequate due to the inability to account for chance agreement; other 

assessments are also suggested such as Cohenôs Kappa and/or Krippendorffôs alpha (Hallgren, 

2012).   

The average percent agreement between coders was 92.7%, ranging between 83.0%-

98.3%. Corresponding average Cohenôs Kappa and Krippendorffôs alpha was 0.831 and 0.832 

respectively. This can be interpreted to mean that since these two values are above 0.80, the 

instrument is sufficiently reliable so that conclusions can be made from the scored results of 

the content questions and the retell task. 
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4.7 Ethics 

The Macquarie University Human Research Ethics Committee reviewed and approved 

this research project in May, 2011, with annual reports submitted as required (Ref. # 

5201100310).  

In keeping with sound ethical practice in research, all participants did so voluntarily 

and were aware that there was no reward or coercion involved in their decision to participate. 

Because of the two-hour time commitment required of each of the 32 comprehension test 

participants in the five test sites, the researcher gave a small token of appreciation: a souvenir 

from Australia or, for the Australian participants, a gift of chocolates.   

Prior to consenting to participate, all participants were given information about the 

study in a language that was accessible to them: in written English and/or interpreted into 

their national sign language. For the IS presenter participants, some of the research 

information was initially shown to them in a short video in IS. Source IS participants and 

comprehension test participants were all given the opportunity to ask questions and be 

debriefed about the research aims prior to completing an informed consent form and a 

demographic background questionnaire [See Appendices B, C, D]. 

In addition, due to the identifying nature of video recording, which compromises 

anonymity for participants, the consent form included a separate video recording consent 

section. It allowed participants to determine the use of material captured in video recordings 

of them beyond the purpose of research analysis. This included their preference in permitting 

their video to be shown to other study participants for testing; used for linguistic, deafness, 

and interpreting publications; sampled at meetings and presentations to sign language 

linguists, interpreters, and deafness conferences; or shown in classrooms to students for 

educational purposes only.  

One of the IS source participants requested that their video capture not be used as a 

clip in the comprehension testing. Accordingly, that data was included only in the frequency 

analysis of the 13 IS source samples.  Although it was a desired IS clip by a diverse signer for 

the Study Two comprehension testing, it was not one of the chosen texts. 

4.8 Methodology Summary 

This chapter provided an overview of the research questions, hypotheses, and 

operationalization of key concepts in this project. The research design is also laid out, which 

is characterized as a two-part, mixed methods approach to assess the lexicon of IS and varied 
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comprehension measurements of expository IS. The two studies include authentic
39

 data and 

experimental data from two different participant groups ð 13 source text IS presenters from 

varied cultural and linguistic backgrounds and 32 comprehension test participants from five 

distinct continents and SL origins. The lexical analysis of IS source texts in the first study is 

informed by corpus methods. The assessment of IS comprehension in the second study is 

made with several quantitative measures and interpretive qualitative analysis. 

 

                                                      
39

 Sinclair (1996) notes that authentic data corpora is material that ñis gathered from genuine 

communications of people going about their normal business.ò This differs from experimental data 

collected in conditions that are artificial (Granger et al., p.8). 
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Chapter 5 Study One: Lexical Frequency Analysis of Expository 

IS 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 This chapter outlines the results from Study One, which is a small-scale lexical 

frequency analysis of expository IS. In this first study of this project, a description of the IS 

lexicon is given from the dataset and a comparison is made to lexical frequency studies on 

conventional NSLs such as Auslan, ASL, and BSL. The analysis describes sign types and 

their distribution in IS and reports on high frequency signs, in preparation for comprehension 

testing administered in Study Two. The lexicon of IS has not been adequately described and 

this first study quantitatively contributes to and complements earlier findings about IS 

linguistic elements.  

 

5.2 Results 

5.2.1 High Frequency Signs in IS  

 A frequency count of the annotated IS data yielded 7,033 tokens comprising 1,751 

different sign forms. The top 50 most frequent signs are shown in Table 21. These account for 

43.5% of all tokens in the annotated collection, with pointing signs figuring prominently. 
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Table 21 The 50 most frequent signs in expository IS (n=7033) 

  

 Eighty (80) % of all the pointing signs in the dataset occur within the top 50 signs ð 

824 out of 1,017 total pointing signs. The top four most frequent sign types are pointing signs 

which, when combined with all of the sub-types of points in the data, total 1,017, comprising 

14.5% of the signs in expository IS. Lexical frequency studies of Auslan, ASL, BSL, and 

NZSL also report points are the highest frequency signs. (See comparative discussion below 

in §5.3.) 

The topics covered in sampled texts will impact vocabulary, which is especially 

notable in a smaller corpus. Presentation topics in the 13 different texts were central to civic 

life and education of deaf people in varied countries. Often at international deaf conferences, 

presentations report on the efforts of local and national deaf organizations towards sign 

language recognition and access issues that deaf people face around the world. It is not 

surprising that the most frequent signs used by IS presenters are DEAF, SIGN (language), 

TEACH, WORK, IMPORTANT, ASSOCIATION, INTERPRETER, HELP, PROGRESS, 

COUNTRY, and WORLD. There are also many signs that are easily understood as ASL 

citation forms and Auslan citation forms. These NSL forms appearing in expository IS are 

discussed below in §5.2.3- 5.2.5. 

After separating out lexical signs from partly lexical and non-lexical signs, the 

distribution of lexical signs from the rest (n=4383) comprise 62.3% of all tokens. The top 50 
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most frequent lexical signs (N=4383) are listed in Table 22. These 50 high frequency signs 

make up to one half (49.4%) of the lexical signs in the data.  

 

 

Table 22 The 50 most frequent fully-lexical signs in Expository  (n=4383) 

A spread sheet used during annotation and ID glossing is described in §4.3.10. The 

resulting ID gloss database with corresponding video clips includes 150 of the most frequent 

fully-lexical signs in the source IS data. These were extracted and compiled as a reference 

database of lexical signs in expository IS. Appendix G lists these 150 (lexical) signs, as well 

as the most frequent gestures and depicting signs. The appendix, with links to video clips, is 

viewable from the media files found in the digital storage DVD disc included with this 

dissertation, in the folder titled ñHigh Frequency Lexical Signs.ò 

The 100 most frequent signs (all types) comprise 55.6% (3,910) of all of the sign 

tokens (7,033) in the full 13-file dataset, with a large variety of different sign forms 

appearing. In addition, 1,162 signs occur only once in the corpus. More than half of these 

hapax legomena are depicting signs (n=462) and gestures (n=230). The other half are varied 

singly occurring forms from presentersô NSLs, variations of these, as well as numbers, 

fingerspelled words, or low incidence signs that are listed in the Gestuno glossary or the WFD 

video materials. With this large number of varied sign forms and the relatively small number 

of highly occurring signs (shown in the list of the top 50 most frequent lexical forms), the data 

empirically supports intuitions about the ñlimitedò conventional lexicon in this international 

sign contact system. The conference context where IS presentation is used shows 
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conventional form-meaning pairs with a small number of highly-occurring signs, and a large 

amount of depicting signs and gestures contributing to meaning making in these discourses. 

5.2.2 Distribution of Sign Types 

The analysis of sign types in expository IS indicates lexical signs comprise 63.6% of 

the lexicon, with partly-lexical pointing signs and depicting signs constituting the next largest 

type at 14.5% and 10.2% respectively (Table 23). Gesture signs and the embodied enactment 

of constructed action (CA) and constructed dialogue (CD) make up the non-lexical material in 

expository IS, although only a few instances of CD occurred in the IS full dataset. Gesture 

signs make up 8.8% of the tokens. Constructed action (and dialogue, if it had been observed) 

was annotated on a separate CA tier in ELAN and was therefore tallied separately from 

gesture signs. There are 572 periods of CA in the dataset, which means that for every 12 signs 

(on average), a period of CA occurs. Many gestures occurred within a period of CA (206 out 

of 645). Lastly, there are low-incidence equal percentages of fingerspelling and name signs, 

each distributed in expository IS at 1.7%. 

 

 IS Lectures 

(n=7033) 

Tokens 

Lexical Signs 63.6% 4474 

Fingerspelling 1.7% 123 

Name Signs 1.7% 122 

Depicting Signs 10.2% 721 

Pointing Signs 14.5% 1018 

Gesture 9.0% 645 

Constructed Action (CA)* 1:12 572 

* CA was tallied on a separate ELAN tier; ratio of CA for every sign token 

Table 23 Distribution of sign types in IS  

 

5.2.3 Lexical Signs in IS and their origins 

 Findings indicate that 63.6% of sign types in expository IS created by Deaf presenters 

are lexical forms with some degree of conventional use in the international conference setting. 

Many of these forms appear to be recognizable from ASL and Auslan. Because many lexical 

forms in IS have been shown previously to belong to more than one SL or SL group 

(Rosenstock, 2004), one cannot say for certain that the sign forms observed in this dataset are 

only ASL or BANZSL signs. It is reasonable, however, to say that given these forms and their 

membership in the established lexicons of ASL or Auslan (or both at times), users of these 

NSLs are able to recognize them and are therefore aided in comprehending an IS discourse 
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wherever they appear. Given these two NSL distributions in the IS dataset, the resulting 

amounts of fully-lexical signs by origin is therefore limited by only these viewpoints. 

Findings about fully-lexical signs by contributing origins are indicated by the pie chart in 

Figure 32.    

 

  

Figure 32 Origins of lexical signs in expository IS 

 

A majority of lexical signs, 58%, in IS are recognized citation forms in ASL, with the 

second most prevalent forms, 20.7%, recognizable forms in Auslan. Many signs listed in 

WFD resources or known IS forms from conferences and activities of the WFD are also 

frequent, comprising 10.7% of the forms in the dataset. Signs that are listed in the Gestuno 

glossary comprise 7.9% of tokens. This report about Gestuno listed forms is not exhaustive, 

since some signs identified as ASL or Auslan are also listed in the Gestuno glossary. The 

remaining 2.3% sign forms are unknown, likely sourced from other SLs. 

To illustrate some of the varied and shared origins of expository IS sign forms, I offer the 

example in Figure 33, which is ID glossed in this research as STUDY(AUS).  It is a sign that 

is listed as a conventional Auslan sign in the Signbank online dictionary. It occurs as a 

borrowed lexicalized sign regularly in the IS data and it is used in the collected data to mean 

ñeducation, school, study(ies).ò  

  

 

Figure 33 IS sign STUDY 
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In Auslan this form can function as a noun, verb, or adjective. Documented meanings 

are, ñThe period of time spent learning about a particular subject or the effort you put into it,ò 

ñA person who studies  (e.g., student,)ò  ñto spend time learning about a particular subject, 

often by reading books,ò and ñto read a bookò (Auslan Signbank, 2014)
40

. The form is also 

found in LIBRAS, as well as in JSL, although the movement is outward from the face and not 

in a circle or side-to-side movement.  It is also iconic and might be perceived by a non-

signing person as a gesture to mean ñreading a book or paper.ò  

 For observers who have a similar form-meaning pair in their NSLs, this IS sign might 

be easily recognized and will aid understanding of the utterance in which it occurs. Lexical 

items have semantic sense to the ñlistenerò and when the item has a more conventional use, 

then the possible meanings are limited or extended to what convention tells us is permissible 

about the meaning of the word, as well as the contexts in which it operates.   

 Other symbolic units in IS may simply have different conceptualized meaning for 

other audience members because they are conventionalized differently in their own SL, as in 

the in Auslan sign, MONARCH, pictured in Figure 34a.  

  The sign is generally used to mean a person who is a member of royalty and in a 

variety of contexts it can mean the proper noun ñqueen,ò ñprincess,ò ñking,ò etc. In some 

utterance contexts, it is understood to mean a state of being royalty (adjective or verb) 

(Auslan Signbank, 2014). It also happens to be a somewhat iconic sign, whose meaning might 

be realized outside of an Auslan-situated communication. In fact, a non-signer may guess 

correctly or incorrectly at its meaning, purely on its enactment of a type of gesture: the putting 

on of a crown or a hat.   

  In IS, this sign form is articulated with a variation in movement, where the dominant 

hand starts at the head and moves upward, as if it is depicting the shape of a tall hat or crown. 

(Some signers, such as the one pictured, articulate it with a slightly lowered location at the 

temple side of the head, depending on the sign that occurs just before or after.) The form is 

conventionally used in IS from the 1975 Gestuno glossary to mean ñGOVERNMENTò 

(Figure 34b). Auslan signers who see this sign in IS at an international conference may likely 

recognize it from the Auslan context, and may be able to guess or perhaps recognize its 

borrowed meaning in the IS usage setting. Knowing conventional use in both of these distinct 

contexts would enable an audience member to comprehend the symbolic unit in the 

appropriate setting.   

 

                                                      
40

 Signbank, url: http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/words/study-2.html 

http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/words/study-2.html
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a) Auslan MONARCH      b) From IS dataset:  GOVERNMENT (Gestuno) 

[Image a] retrieved from  http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/words/queen-1.html) 

Figure 34 Comparing Auslan GOVERNMENT to IS sign GOVERNMENT  

 

5.2.4 ASL signs in IS 

One of the hypotheses in this project is that IS frequently employs signs common to 

ASL. The data we have just presented confirms this.  

It has been posited that there may be differences between IS used in an international 

context in Asia and the IS used in international conferences historically occurring in European 

and North American contexts (Mori, 2011). While this may prove to be true in future inquiry, 

there seems to be some influence from ASL even in the IS used in the Asia Pacific region.  

Annual conferences have been taking place in that region for more than a decade. Frequent IS 

training is given to aid communication among deaf signers from varied countries in that 

region.  

During data collection with participants in the Japanese cohort, I was made aware of 

ASL teaching efforts in Japan 
41

 as well as a published glossary of IS signs.  This resource, 

published in Korea and distributed throughout Asia, titled International Sign,  (DeafPlus, 

2012) lists 851 signs used in IS. This resource was one of the glossaries referred to in §4.3.7 

in the discussion of decision-making about unique ID glosses in this study. Upon closer 

examination, it is notable that 375 (44%) of the forms in the SignBooks resource are the same 

form-meaning pairs that occur in ASL. Of these 375 lexical entries, 305 (36%) are 

conventional lexical items used in ASL and 68 (8%) are recognizable phonological variants of 

ASL, differing only by one or two parameters.  

It is evident that the far-reaching contact effect of ASL continues to influence forms in 

IS through varied media, not only through Internet and social media, but also through quasi-

promotion via modern published IS sign glossaries.   

                                                      
41

 Deaf Japan is an organization in Osaka that offers ongoing second SL training, ASL, to JSL users. I 

personally do not take issue with deaf people learning additional SLs, but also believe in the 

importance of ongoing recognition and promotion of their native, local L1 SLs. 

http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/words/queen-1.html


Chapter 5 Study One: Lexical Analysis  

 166 

5.2.5 Auslan (BANZSL) Signs in IS   

 ASL signs are not the only lexical forms seen in expository IS. Results from this 

frequency study indicate that BANZSL signs are also observable in the lexicon. Recall that 

Auslan is a secondary reference lexifier language in this analysis of IS presentations, with the 

rationale noted in Chapter 3 (essentially a surrogate for BSL). Several NSLs in countries other 

than England are historically related to BSL, just as countries in Africa and South East Asia 

have historical contact-related ties to ASL. International conferences pertaining to deaf 

persons have taken place over several decades of activity described in Chapter 1. A large 

number of international Deaf events have occurred in Western European countries and 

attendees may have had exposure to BSL due to close geography and opportunities for contact 

across Western Europe and activities of the European Union of the Deaf. BSL is also reported 

as a second language for many world-travelled Deaf people, as noted in the demographic 

profiles of IS source data participants in Table 7 (§4.3.2). Many of the international deaf 

leaders attending conferences where IS is used report knowing BSL and/or ASL as a first or 

second language.   

It is also possible that BSL forms may be appearing via Auslan as a result of 

numerous civic and humanitarian contact situations in Asia, given geographic proximity 

between Australia and Southeast and Northeast Asian countries.
42

 

5.2.6 Conventional IS Signs, WFD signs and Gestuno signs 

Many of the established signs in expository IS are conventional due to activities of the 

WFD or are agreed-upon signs that are conventional in international settings. Some are form-

meaning pairs that continue to be used in international contact signing and are listed in the 

1975 Gestuno dictionary (BDA, 1975). A handful of these signs have been maintained in IS 

usage for more than three decades and some are also signs in NSLs, such as BSL, LSF, or 

ASL. Several frequent  ñX(GEST)ò signs and ñX(WFD)ò signs ones from the dataset in this 

study are shown in Table 24 below. 

                                                      
42

 Activities in the WFDôs Asia-Pacific regional secretariat include Australian delegates; disability 

social program links are strong between Australian and Southeast Asian countries, and Australian 

interpreter educators provide trainings to Fiji, Solomon Islands, and Tuvalu. 
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      Table 24 continued on next page 

 

ID Gloss  Form  Meaning  

WORK(GEST) 

 

Any kind of work -manual or non- 

manual labor.  (This sign is 

articulated with different 

orientation and/or handshape than 

similar forms in ASL and other 

SLs.) 

PRESIDENT(GEST) 

 

The head of a political or business 

organization. Typically in the 

context of a national association 

of the Deaf. 

ASSOCIATION(GEST) 

 

Organization(s) of Deaf people, to 

associate, the national association 

of the deaf in a given country or 

countries.  

WORLD(GEST) 

 

World, global, international. 

GOVERNMENT(GEST) 

 

The ruling body of a nation or 

region. Also the capital city of a 

country in some contexts. 
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[Images] (1975) British Deaf Association. URL: www.bda.org.uk 
Table 24 Signs in use from the Gestuno glossary and WFD digital publications and contexts    

 

5.2.7 The Established and Varied Lexicon 

 

In the data, there are numerous examples of signs that are sufficiently highly frequent 

and stable in form and meaning that they can be said to have citation, established forms. At 

the same time, some of these are modified to express related meanings.  In the methodology 

§4.3.7, I discussed the process of ID glossing and lemmatization. It was established that 

lemmatization is not easy with an unstable contact sign variety, due to the difficulty in 

distinguishing whether a form is a substantive conventional sign in IS, or a modification of a 

substantive sign, or whether it is a nonce creation that exploits sub-lexical components of a 

fully-lexical sign borrowed from an NSL. In this section I present a few examples of signs 

that were ID glossed with the same name, although it is evident that some of these regular 

ID Gloss  Form  Meaning  

CONGRESS(GEST) 

 

The official meeting of the WFD 

that occurs every 4 years. 

INTERPRETER(WFD) 

 

To interpret, an interpreter, to 

translate. 
 

EXPLAIN(WFD) 

 

To convey information, explain 

something(s). 

DISABLED(WFD) 

 

Person(s)with a disability, 

disability 
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forms were also modified in some of the discourse contexts. Modifications of signs were not 

methodically analyzed but further investigation of the forms would provide some empirical 

evidence and patterns of how these signs are used in IS utterances. 

 The ID gloss ñASSOCIATION(GEST),ò listed in the Gestuno glossary, is applied in 

each instance where this form occurs in the data (Figure 35).    

 

 

Figure 35 ASSOCIATION(GEST)  

When this form is used, it typically refers to national or local deaf associations or 

organizations, yet in a few instances it was seen modified, by movement and location in space 

in a way that employs the form to mean [TO ASSOCIATE WITH AND COLLABORATE 

TOGETHER]. (Figure 36.) 

 

 

Figure 36 ASSOCIATION(GEST)- modified    

 

 Another example of a sign in IS that was modified by a signer comes from Video D, 

where the presenter uses ACCEPT(ASL) and modifies it slightly. He articulates it very 

slowly, with the two-handed 5 hands moving in towards the chest and simultaneously 

closing into two flatO handshapes  on the upper chest, but stopping just before the last 

hold of the flatO hands on the chest. In most cases, the citation form occurs in the IS dataset 

(more quickly articulated start to finish, and without facial NMS to alter meaning). In this one 

case described above, the meaning the signer attempts to convey is [IN THE PROCESS OF 

BEING ACCEPTED].  
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Recall in chapter 4, the sign example RESPONSIBLE(ASL).  This form appeared in 

the IS data In the IS data, this particular form was observed in the texts of different presenters 

and occurs 24 times (shown from dataset example in Figure 37) and is ID glossed as 

RESPONSIBLE(ASL) in all cases.  A phonological variant of this form occurred once with 

the (signed English) ASL ñRò handshape (Figure 38). Historical contact with written English 

creates signs that incorporate the first letter of the English word that closely relates to the 

meaning of the sign. These signed English forms are prevalent as variations in ASL, which 

arise from contact effects with the spoken language (Lucas and Valli, 1992). The fact that it 

appears in this dataset shows evidence of spoken language contact effects that are observable 

in IS contact.  

 

  
 

Figure 37 IS data example sign RESPONSIBLE(ASL)   

 

Figure 38 Modified  (R- handshape) IS sign RESPONSIBLE(ASL)   

 

There is quite a lot of variability in the signs for the same concepts used by lecturers 

using IS. More than one sign is seen used by the same signer, in the case of WOMANB, 

WOMAN.EAR, and the ASL sign for WOMAN. WOMANB articulates a BentB handshape

 over the rise of the breast, whereas WOMAN.EAR is expressed with the thumb and index 

finger tugging at the earlobe. This example of sign variations to mean the same concept is just 

one of many in expository IS. Table 25 below shows this and one other example of form 

variation in lexical signs in IS, the sign variants of WORLD. Not only do IS presenters use 

more than one sign for the same concept at different times in their discourse, e.g., 

MONEY(ASL) and MONEY(GEST), often a signer will use two different signs 

consecutively for the same concept.   Typically, a sign from ASL and an established WFD 

sign might be used consecutively, or at times an Auslan and an ASL sign. 
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Table 25 Variation in IS sign forms   

 

Findings in this lexical analysis show similar evidence of phonological variation in IS, 

which was also illustrated in a small, unpublished study of online website IS presentation 

videos (Lang, 2012). Mentioned in the literature review, Lang identified that the signs DEAF, 

WHAT, and HAVE exhibit two to four phonological variations by IS presenters. The wide 

variation of lexical forms observed in expository IS suggests complexities that need further 

investigation. Slight variations in phonemes of similar signs may impact their meanings 

across different SL users. As with spoken language dialects and accents, at some point the 

articulation of a word will trigger perception by the listener that the word is a completely 

different one from the speakerôs intent, a mistaken minimal pair rather than an articulatory 

ñaccent.ò    

Fully-lexical signs in expository IS may resemble too closely a lexicalized sign in the 

observerôs native SL, hence presence of certain aspects of native SLs in IS discourse may 

hinder comprehension for some audience members. High frequency signs in IS may share 

phonetically similar forms across SLs, but the impact on comprehension needs closer 

examination. Testing high frequency signs with diverse participants in Study Two probes this 

question as a factor that potentially could impact comprehension of IS discourse. 
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5.2.8 Polysemy, interesting lexical examples 

 

The high frequency sign form glossed as DIFFERENT(ASL) is used in two 

semantically different ways in IS as it is in ASL. The meaning is often literally the adjective 

[different] or the noun [difference], but on 15 out of the 64 instances, the signer uses 

DIFFERENT(ASL) to mean ñbut.ò  Typically, ASL users distinguish this sign form when 

they mean [but] as opposed to [different] by altering the non-manual feature of facial 

expression and sometimes including English mouthing.  Mouthings and non-manual features 

were highly varied with this form across IS presenters. Some mouthed ñBUTò, while others 

mouthed ñdifferentò, an Asian signer regularly expressed neutral facial, non-manual features, 

and an African signer mouthed the French word ñmaisò, which means [but]. One Asian signer 

used the form in his IS presentation as a one-handed sign and always means ñbut.ò  However, 

for most instances where the signer intended to mean ñbutò the data shows a predominant 

reliance on the Auslan or BSL form of BUT, which occurs 26 times in the data.The 

appearance of both of these sign forms ïone from ASL and the other from BSL and Auslan 

(BANZSL)ï and their usage for similar purposes in IS from these two languages is evidence 

of both widely used SLs on this international type of contact language. The variation in 

mouthings suggests the signer brings his or her native SL mouthing patterns into the contact 

setting to communicate. Additional study of these phenomena is warranted to support this 

general observation from the data. 

The sign ID glossed WHAT(ASL) appeared frequently as the citation form of the ASL 

sign meaning [WHAT?] (Figure 39). The two open 5 handshapes  are held palm up, given a  

 

 

a) WHAT(ASL)    b) G(5-UP):WELL 

Figure 39 ASL sign WHAT and IS sign G(5-UP):WELL  
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slight side-to-side shake, and accompanied by either furrowed eyebrows or sometimes with 

raised eyebrows. 

This form was consistently equated with a conventional meaning [WHAT] and was 

used (as it is in Auslan) to mean [WHERE] on a few occasions. With the example of 

WHAT(ASL), it becomes unclear whether the form is truly lexicalized, or if contact between 

BANZSL and ASL in IS is creating a semantically extended meaning in IS to this form that is 

distinctly different in the lexicon of ASL and Auslan. The form may also be an interesting 

example where a specified form-meaning pair in a lexifier language is instantiated with some 

gestural qualities in IS.  

 Other times the form appeared in a modified way by movement and/or with non-

manual signals that simultaneously prompted a contextual meaning that did not mean [WHAT] 

or [WHERE]. Although the gestural forms appear similar, their meanings could not be 

predicted if taken out of the context. Occurrences of these non-lexical forms were glossed 

according to the context as ñG(5-UP): WELLò,  ñG(5-UP): SOò, and ñG(5-UP):HUHò. In 

many cases, these gestures served as prosodic functions or as transition markers between 

discourse segments or utterances. 

The analysis reveals that some signs are potentially iconically misleading. The best 

example of this comes from an emerging recurring form in expository IS ð the sign 

PROJECT(WFD) (Figure 40 below). This sign occurs 11 times in the full data, with several 

presenters using it in their lecture. The articulation appears to mimic the movement of 

grasping a handle and cranking it alongside an upheld flat B non-dominant hand; much in 

the way one might handle a movie projector. A majority of people did not correctly identify 

the sign. The four participants who did recognize it reported some familiarity with IS. The 

sign is an interesting example of an arbitrary sign that is lexicalized in expository IS. Its 

origins are speculated here.  

 
Figure 40 IS sign PROJECT(WFD) 
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The original Gestuno glossary cites the sign PROJECT [PROJECT] with movement of 

an index finger tracing a square on the upheld flat palm of the non-dominant hand (Figure 

41). The sign appears to have undergone a slight handshape change and is articulated in 

expository IS with a more concise circular movement that may fit constraints of economized 

movement. Ironically, the sign form pictured next to this one in the 1975 Gestuno glossary is 

the sign labeled PROJECTOR, which illustrates the dominant hand grasping a crank handle 

and turning it. This is the current movement of PROJECT(WFD) seen in Figure 39. It is 

unknown whether this is an example of phonological reduction of the form PROJECT 

originally pictured in the Gestuno glossary (Figure 41). Otherwise, it could be a random loan 

translation or intrusion blend of the two English words listed and the simplified movement 

from PROJECTOR rather than the 1-handshape tracing an outline on the upright hand. Lastly, 

it could be a new borrowing from an NSL not considered in this study.  English forms in SLs 

have been documented and this ironic juxtaposition and the combination of parts to each of 

these signs leaves one to wonder if there is some English influence on the origins on this 

newly observed IS sign PROJECT, illustrated by the same lexical roots of the two words 

labeling these forms. 

 

 

[Image] (1975) British Deaf Association. URL: www.bda.org.uk  

Figure 41 Side-by-side entries PROJECT and PROJECTOR 

 

A second form that appears in the data relates to a relatively new concept in 

international deaf discourses. It is the sign for the UN Convention on the Rights of Disabled 

People (UNCRPD), ID glossed in the data as CRPD and shown below in Figure 42. The form 

resembles the ASL sign SIGNATURE but incorporates a Z-shaped movement of an H 

handshape across the flat upturned non-dominant B or 5 handshape. It may be an 

approximated action of signing or ratifying a document and it is unknown where the form 
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originated. However, it is a conventional lexical sign that appears in several presentations in 

the dataset, and it is visible in online materials from the WFD promoting the human rights 

document and raising awareness of its legislative powers for deaf people in nations 

worldwide. 

 

 

Figure 42 IS sign for the UNCRPD (WFD) 

 

 Lastly, at times the data revealed interesting examples where a sign form resembled a 

borrowed fully-lexical sign from an NSL, but one of the parameters was altered that matched 

a phonological parameter of another SL, from the contact setting. The sign in Figure 43 a) 

was used by one of the native JSL signers, which looked like the Auslan sign AIM meaning 

[OBJECTIVE] but with the non-dominant hand in the shape of the JSL sign meaning 

[OBJECTIVE]. Both the Auslan and JSL sign are also shown as a comparison to the IS form 

used.  

 

         
a) [AIM ] IS depicting sign         b) OBJECTIVE (JSL)      c) Auslan AIM   

Objective [Image]. Available at http://www.spreadthesign.com 

Aim [Image]. Retrieved from http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/gloss/aim1a.html  

Figure 43 a) IS sign [AIM ] b) JSL [OBJECTIVE ] and c) Auslan [AIM ] 

  

  

http://www.spreadthesign.com/
http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/gloss/aim1a.html
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 The form occurred once in the presentation, and was annotated as a movement 

depicting sign (in a two handed figureïground relationship):   

 DomID gloss: DSM(B):OBJECT-MOVES-FORWARD-AT  

  NonDomID gloss:  DSG(O):ENTITY-OBJECT-MOVES-TO 

It is difficult to know if the form is a loan blend, mixing two parameters from two different 

SLs, or if the presenter intends to initialize the targeted O handshape to mean ñobjective,ò 

thus borrowing from English. It may also be interference from the sublexical (O handshape) 

component of the signers NSL. It is one example of a few interesting forms that posed a 

challenge in annotating sign types in the mixed IS contact system. A partly-lexical sign, it 

exploits gesture and metaphoric reference in the way the movement and location parameters 

are articulated, and the form may be a close enough approximation for the meaning [AIM ] in 

several other SLs, and thus a lexical sign that is easy to understand. If used regularly in the 

dataset, and by other presenters, it would have been reasonable to consider it an established 

lexicalized form; however, it is an ad hoc construction that appears to be motivated by gesture 

and conventional linguistic components. 

5.2.9 Partly -lexical Signs in IS  

Signs that are partly-lexical and rely to a high degree on the context of the utterance 

are also observed in expository IS. These two types are pointing signs and depicting signs, 

described earlier in Chapter 3.  

5.2.9.1 Pointing Signs  

The most frequent signs in IS are pointing signs, comprising 14.5% of all tokens in the 

data, as shown in Table 23. The top four frequent sign types are points (PT:PRO3, PT:PRO1, 

PT:DET, and PT:LOC respectively) and they make up 9.7%  (824) of the 1,017 tokens (Table 

21).  Points on the dominant hand that overlap with a listbuoy or a fragment buoy on the non-

dominant hand were counted and the result uncovered a variety of points (61 in total) directed 

at listbuoys (PT:LBOUY-FIRST, etc.). In addition, the data reveals 80 tokens of points that 

were directed at fragment buoys. This supports the intuition that IS relies on points in 

organizing discourse, and given their prevalence in IS and in NSLs, their function may be 

similar in both.  

As discussed in §3.3.3, pointing signs have several functions in SLs, one of the most 

important of which is for reference tracking. Others include an adverbial locating function, a 

determiner function, and a discourse cohesive function (via buoys). Figure 44 below shows an 
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excerpt from one presentation where the IS signer uses as many as nine pointing signs of 

varied subtype in the 12-second span, underlying their importance in the discourse. 

 

 

 

Figure 44 Prevalence of pointing signs in IS 

  

 In the segment pictured, points are directed at list buoys, which tokenize objects of 

discourse or topics not physically present. They are also aimed at fragment buoys, which are 

non-dominant handshape holds at the end of a sign. Points are included here as referential 

indexes to the signer himself, but may not specify the pronoun I, as in this example the 

PT:PRO1 appears to preface the sign JAPAN. He establishes ñI, pretend I am Japanò, before 

making a comment about the programs that Japan offers in training.  Points also direct the 

audience to physical entities in space that are real, such as the presentation slide behind the 

presenter.  

In the IS data, pointing signs may be exploiting the gestural aspect of these signs, or 

they may be recruited for some linguistic role that might be pronominal or contributing to 

argument (subjects/objects) structure. There is continued discussion in the literature about 

pointing signs and their function, with recent evidence suggesting some SLs (e.g. Auslan) 

lack pronouns (Johnston, 2013). Without additional study of the patterning of pointing signs 

in IS and other semiotic material that occurs with them (e.g. eye gaze) ð especially in 
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comparison to NSLs ð it is difficult to make claims about them in IS, except that the data 

reveals a large variety of pointing signs and a similar percent distribution to what is reported 

in NSL lexical frequency studies. (See discussion of type distribution comparisons to NSLs in 

§5.3 below.) 

5.2.9.2 Depicting Signs  

In the expository IS dataset there are 721 distinct depicting signs, most of which occur 

once, a few recurring 2, 3, or as many as 6 times. Two depicting signs stand out as relatively 

established, recurring 14 times and 17 times respectively in the data.   

The first sign, annotated as DSS(GC):SMALL-AMOUNT (Fig 45) occurs 14 times 

and is a depiction that is used to mean ña small amount of something.ò In the data, it 

quantifies abstract, intangible things such as information and signing skill, as well as physical 

entities such as students, distance, and money. The same depicting handshape is also used 10 

other times in other depicting signs with movement (DSM) to show the shape of a long, thin 

or flat object, such as a banner, title, or tie. This sign is partially specified depending on the 

context, and does occur in ASL and Auslan  (and potentially other NSLs).  

 

 

Figure 45  DSS(GS):SMALL-AMOUNT  

 

The second most common depicting sign was glossed and annotated as, 

DSS(BENTB):ENTITIES-LISTED-ON-PAGE and the form is seen in Figure 46. The sign 

appeared in the WFD Suggested International Signs DVD, glossed as REGULATIONS and is 

also listed in the SignBooks International Sign glossary under the entry PRINCIPLE. It is 

suggested by these resources that the form is an IS lexical sign, and it is also lexicalized in 

Auslan to mean [RULE], or [LIST, PROGRAM, AGENDA, CATALOGUE].   The sign presents an 

example that posed a challenge for ID glossing during lexical analysis, given possible ñtwo 

facesò (Johnston and Ferrara, 2012) of signs in a NSL (discussed in chapter 3), and given an 

uncertainty regarding its conventionalization.  It was difficult to discern whether the form 

should be described as a partly-lexical depicting sign or a fully-lexical sign, with the tag 

(WFD) or (AUS). The decision to label it a depicting sign was originally made based on the 
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understanding of it as a complex construction that appeared to show compositional meanings 

of its parts.  I documented it as a partly-lexical sign, which is real-space blend that depicts the 

visual image of long thin rows of text located on and filling the length of a page.  

 

Figure 46 DSS(BENTB):ENTITIES-LISTED -ON-PAGE 

 

Fifteen (15) out of the 17 occurrences of the form in Figure 46 are used by one 

presenter, and the other two occurrences are used once by two other IS presenters.  There 

were additional variations of this depicting construction, all of which used the same 

backgrounding non-dominant handshape, but there were varied dominant hand configurations 

(e.g., B-UP handshape, G handshape, and a pointing gesture aimed at dot-point items on the 

B-UP palm). In all cases, the sign exploited iconicity and meaning was dependent on the 

utterance context in which it was used. Several intended meanings were [PROGRAM], [LAW ], 

[REGULATIONS], [REPORT], [POLICY] [DOCUMENTATION] and one IS presenter used it for two 

of these meanings in the same lecture. In general, it was used to show a type of written 

documentation, or a planned sequence of actions.  However, given the number of occurrences 

of the form (by one signer) and several phonologic variations on the construction, it may be 

an example of a form that is in the process of becoming lexicalized within a community of IS 

presenters.  In hindsight, I consider perhaps that the presenter who used the depicting sign 15 

times was lexicalizing it instantaneously, but whether or not the form/meaning link is 

conventionalized to mean something more than the predictable value of its components was 

(at the time of annotating) unclear.  

Recall the discussion in §3.3.1 about lexico-grammar and the image from Johnston 

and Ferrara (2012) in which Auslan signs were mapped onto scales of lexical size and 

content. With this framework in mind, formational aspects of the sign, 

DSS(BENTB):ENTITIES-LISTED-ON-PAGE bear iconic resemblance to figure and ground 

referents that the subatomic components (the handshapes, orientation and movement 

parameters) are depicting. It was unclear whether or not the form-meaning relationship was 
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stable enough to be called a fully-lexical, symbolic unit in expository IS lectures (as it is in 

Auslan).  However, it is clear that IS signers exploit the components of signs to show what 

they mean through depicting signs in IS discourse.  

The productive nature of depicting structures, along with metaphor, is a potentially 

rich area of inquiry in cross-linguistic contact signing. Simple metaphor in SLs maps the 

linguistic form to a source domain, exploiting visual iconicity such that the linguistic form 

(i.e., handshape, movement, etc.) resembles the referent or a part of the referent in a 

metonymic relationship (Brennan, 1990; Wilcox, 2000; Taub, 2001). Often these metaphors 

are simple, orientational, and ontological, enabling an observer to estimate the meaning based 

on the iconic relationship between the articulator and the visual or embodied experience of the 

referent.   

Additional evidence of the recruitment of formational elements of NSLs in IS is the 

fact that a majority of depicting signs occur only once in the dataset. The large number of 

novel constructions compensate for reduced established lexical signs, yet some qualification 

must be made about depicting sign documentation and analysis. Depending on how an 

annotator glosses depicting signs, the resulting count of unique types could be misrepresented 

(Johnston, 2012a, p. 183). Depicting signs can be annotated with more general descriptive 

information, such as their handshape and other, more specific descriptive characteristics that 

enable sub-type categorization and meaning information (See Johnston, 2014 and Table 1 in 

this dissertation). The DS tokens totaled 721, but the data requires further analysis to report 

confidently the exact number of unique tokens. It is possible to have slightly different glosses 

for identical depicting forms, such as DSS(BENT5):GROUP-OF-PEOPLE-STUDENTS and 

DSS(BENT5):GROUP-OF-ANIMALS -SHEEP, or ñregularized and simplifiedò (Johnston, 

2012a, p. 184) to DSS(BENT5):GROUP-OF-ENTITIES. In general, depicting signs were 

characterized in this study by five broad types and then further glossed with additional, more 

specific glossing for meaning. Only some of the depicting signs were regularized in order to 

offer the results in Table 28 regarding the most frequent depicting signs, and in Table 26 

below lists the distribution of general depicting types from the IS source dataset.  

Outlined in Table 26 below, the majority of depicting signs in IS represent movement 

(or displacement) of entities (DSM), and others depict size and shape (DSS), or are entity 

locating (DSL), and some are handling entities (DSH). In most cases, handling entity 

depicting signs (DSH) co-occurred with constructed action, because enactment often involves 

the handling and manipulation of entities. DSH signs were not easily distinguished from 

gesture signs, and if they had been glossed as gestures the number would increase the 

percentage of gestures in IS by .5 %.  Lastly there were depicting signs that backgrounded an 
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entity represented by the dominant hand (as seen by the high percentage of DSG sign types 

observed the non-dominant hand). Most of the DS signs occurred on both hands, often in 

coordination, but also in a figure-ground relationship. 

 

 

Table 26 Depicting Signs by subtype 

  

 A variety of handshapes and movements were recruited by IS presenters for creating 

these complex sign constructions, presumably to maximize iconicity, movement that has 

similar meaning across SLs, and use of space blends often seen in NSLs (as discussed in 

§3.2.5).  Each subtype (DSM, DSL, DSS, DSG, DSH) exhibited a number of different 

handshapes and orientations, with different qualities of movement and additional non-manual 

information. The resulting effect was a large number of different depicting sign forms that 

were dependent on their utterance context for meaning, rather than prompting specific 

meaning (as a fully-lexical sign would do). The summary Table 26 that shows the most 

frequent handshapes observed within each depicting sign subtype provides a picture about the 

variety of productive forms in expository IS. Twenty four (24) different handshapes were 

observed in the DS data, with a majority of tokens one of the top five most frequent forms.  

Four of the five are noted to be one of the widely acknowledged list of seven basic 

handshapes (B, A, S, C, O, 1, 5) (Battison, 1978). 
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Table 27 Distribution of handshapes in IS depicting signs 

 

Another example of a depicting sign from this study that exploits iconic and gestural 

features of formational parts of signs is shown in Figure 47. Sign forms that involve a 

handshape movement from a lower position to an upper position convey a meaning of an 

ñincreaseò of some kind. Rosenstock (2004) mentions this as one example of effective 

metaphoric reference that was observed in her IS data. If the semantic domain of ñincreasing 

entitiesò is effectively mapped onto the form ð the articulating hands and arms ð as long as 

the lexical argument is understood, the observer will know what ñthingò is increasing as well 

as the manner of the increase. The signer in Figure 47 refers to the increased interest and 

number of attendees at HIV training, after previous ones were not conducted in the local SL. 

The image created is one of a declining then increasing slope, as if a line on a chart, 

quantifying a numerical increase. The second half of the sign also resembles the ASL sign 

DEVELOP, however the presenter de-lexicalized the sign by initially constructing a 

downward sloping movement that pivoted at the lowest point and then sloped upward. 

Handshape Image

Percent	
distribution

%	
Cumulative Handshape Image

Percent	
distribution

%	
Cumulative

B
29.2% 29.2%

4
1.0% 96.1%

5
18.2% 47.4%

FLATBC
0.8% 96.9%

1
11.8% 59.2%

BENT2
0.68% 97.6%

BENT5
10.5% 69.7%

IRISHT
0.60% 98.2%

BC	(or	C)
9.3% 79.0%

MID
0.51% 98.7%

BENTB
3.7% 82.7%

H
0.30% 99.0%

FLATO
3.0% 85.7%

2
0.30% 99.3%

GC
2.8% 88.5%

O
0.26% 99.5%

S
2.8% 91.3%

L
0.17% 99.7%

6
1.3% 92.6%

F
0.17% 99.9%

GCFLAT																																							
1.3% 93.9%

Y	
0.01% 100%

BABYO
1.2% 95.1%

IRISHK
0.01% 100%
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Figure 47 Depicting the concept of [DECREASE]/[ INCREASE] in IS 

 

Given that 10.2% of the signs in expository IS are depicting types, the use of depiction 

to convey complex meanings is an additional approach for assessing comprehension in Study 

Two (Chapter 6). Of the total number of depicting signs (721), the top 5 comprise 7.7% of all 

tokens (Table 28).  

 

 

 Table 28 The 5 most frequent depicting signs in IS 

 

One of the selected depicting sign clusters in the IS comprehension test is shown 

below in Figure 48. The co-presenter in video B (segment B2) describes how collaboration 

from Deaf associations from other countries has influenced improved access for deaf people 

in English-speaking East African countries, yet those in French-speaking West African 

countries experience great disparity in access to education and civic life. 

Rank DEPICTING	SIGNS	(n=721) Total

DSS(BENTB):ENTITIES-IN-A-	LINE-LISTED-ON-PAGE 17

DSS(GCFLAT):SMALL-AMOUNT 14
DSM(1):ENTITY-GOES-FAR-IN-DEEP 11

DSM(5):ENTITIES-GATHER-TOGETHER 8
DSL(BENT5):AREA-THERE 6

total 56
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Figure 48 Depicting segment DSB5 

Free Translation:  Collaborations from Deaf associations in other countries contribute to the 

local (English-speaking African countriesô) knowledge and improvements. 

 

 

The presenter uses a depicting sign, DSM(5-DOWN):ENTITIES-FLY-IN, at the end 

of this utterance to indicate the varied collaborators who have flown in to the area to aid in 

their development. She establishes discourse referents in the signing space via token blends 

|Foreign associations| and |local association|. The discourse referents of overseas deaf 

associations and their geographic distance are set up in the signing space with fully lexical 

signs, ASSOCIATION(GEST) WORLD(GEST) FAR(ASL) FAR(ASL). A pointing sign 
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PT:LOC DEAF1(ASL) ASSOCIATION(GEST) establishes the token |Foreign (English-

speaking community) associations| and a lexical sign articulated in a lowered, different space 

establishes the second token |local (English-speaking community) association|. In the 

utterance, the IS signer even articulates the sign ASSOCIATION (GEST) in each token 

location once they are established. The utterance is a good example of a complex construction 

that includes varied sign types (lexical signs, points, and depicting signs) and one instance of 

constructed action and uses signing space to map out references and build up the discourse 

main point. Not only does this sequence provide an answer for one of the content questions 

(see §4.4.3.3 and Appendix I: Content Question Rubric), but also depicting segments like 

these are shown and participants are asked about the meaning they understood from the 

depicting signs in the utterance context. Results of this qualitative part of comprehension 

assessment are reported and discussed in §6.4. 

5.2.10 Non-lexical signs:  Gesture and Constructed Action 

The amount of gesture incorporated into the studied IS presentations ranged between 

5% to as high as 20% by some IS signers. Gestures (n=645) comprised 9% of signs in the 13 

IS source files and the most frequent 7 comprise 50% of all gesture signs in the dataset (Table 

29). There were 399 different gesture forms, most occurring once and 34 occurring twice.  

The three most common gestures ð G(5-UP): WELL/SO/HUH ð are typically seen in NSLs 

as cohesive, discourse-marking devices and they appear to be functioning similarly in IS.  

Presenters used gestures to create meaningful symbols in IS utterances, such as a hand 

waving gesture, G:HEY-YOU, or in the expression of enactment and emotional responses via 

non-manual markers and torso movements, e.g., G(5-2H):FIGURE-IT-OUT (Figure 49). 

 

 

 Figure 49 Gesture: G(5-2H):FIGURE -IT -OUT 

 

Gestures that serve to negate utterances such as G(1-SHAKE):NO-NO were frequent, 

and align with other studiesô reports of manual negation in IS (Supalla & Webb, 1995; Woll, 

1990).  One of the more common forms that most IS signers incorporated into their lectures, 

was the gesture glossed as G(5-SHAKE):WOW (shown in Figure 4 in  §3.2.2).  It operates as 
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a modifying form and in many cases means [VERY] or intensifies some aspect of what is 

being discussed.  

 

 

Table 29 The 7 most frequent gestures in IS 

 

In this analysis, gesture also includes the mimetic enacting behaviors known as 

constructed action (CA) and constructed dialogue (CD). Enactments were annotated on the 

CA tier as instances of non-linguistic behavior, facial expressions, and bodily movements that 

are mimed emotions and actions. In total, there were 572 periods of CA enactment. These 

enactments were coded separately on the CA tier and overlapped (were time-aligned) with 

gestures, depicting signs, and/or fully-lexical signs on the dominant and non-dominant ID 

gloss tiers.  Because of these concurrences and separate treatment of the two, the amount of 

CA is discussed as a separate finding and is not reported in terms of percentages of the total 

7033 sign tokens. The frequency of CA enactment ranged on average from 1 enactment every 

33 signs, to as high as 1 enactment every 7 signs, depending on the presenter. 

McNeill (2005) describes gestural viewpoints of ñobserverò and ñcharacterò for co-

speech gestures, with gestures often acting as a ñmaterial carrierò (p. 98). The ñmaterialò in 

constructed action and dialogue in IS enacts a visual story about a referentôs described 

activity. CA occurs not only simultaneously with gesture signs, but also with other types of 

signs. A clausal analysis was not made here; however, Ferrara showed that in Auslan, CA 

overlaps in clauses with sole depicting signs and in most cases CA serves as the argument in 

the clause (Ferrara, 2012). This varied frequencies of CA occurrence is suggested to be a 

narrative device (Ferrara & Johnston, 2014) as opposed to obligatory (Quinto-Pozos, 2007). 

The prevalent occurrence of periods of CA in the IS data suggests that this form of 

semantically coordinated gestural material aids depicting signs and lexical signs to convey 

meaningful utterances, similar to the way it is in NSLs, e.g. Auslan.    

In the IS data, the way that CA co-occurred with manual signs (ID gloss tiers) varied. 

The co-occurrences ranged from a single sign token in a period of CA to as many as 11 sign 

Rank Most	frequent	GESTURES	(n=645) Total

1 G(5-UP):WELL 125

2 G(5-UP):HUH 72
3 G(5-UP):SO 61

4 G(5-SHAKE):WOW 23

5 G(1-SHAKE):NO-NO 20
6 G(5-WAVE):NO-NO 10

7 G(F):ALL-OK 9

total 320
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tokens in a period of CA.  Lexical signs were at times aligned 1:1 with CA and thus offered 

additional gestural material to fully lexical signs. During many examples of CA in the IS 

dataset, the co-occurring signs and the CA elements (non-manual signals, body posturing, eye 

gaze) constructed complex utterances that resembled what Dudis (2004) describes as 

partitioned blends.  With partitioned blends, the signer uses a two-handed DS to depict 

discourse material from the observer point of view, and at the same time creates a second 

blend from the point of view of the character.  For example the IS presenter in Figure 50 

creates partitioned blend by depicting DSM(1):ENTITY-GOES-FAR-IN-DEEP to mean 

[women located in rural community], while also enacting with body posture, head, and non-

manual features a character point of view of ducking under something and moving into a 

remote area. 

 

 

Figure 50 Constructed action with depicting sign in multiple blend 

 

DS signs co-occurred with CA 152 times, gestures co-occurred with CA 206 times, 

and fully-lexical signs were fully-aligned to CA 182 times.  A follow up clausal analysis of 

this IS data would enable one to draw more conclusions about how CA and gesture (as two 

kinds of gestural material in IS utterances) are distributed and participate with depicting signs 

and fully lexical signs.  Nonetheless, some intuitions can be proposed from some of the 

findings. 

It seems the CA co-occurrence with fully-lexical signs in IS serves as a 

complementary way of conveying composite utterance meaning. Fully-lexical signs are forms 

that are typically strongly associated with meanings, without need for much contextual 

information. Yet in IS, the presenters supplement fully-lexical signs with gestural material, 

perhaps due to the contact setting and a potential for some audience members to not be 

regular users of the lexical sign in IS. In Figure 51, the example LOOK(ASL) is given; 

although a fully-lexicalized in IS, it co-occurs with CA in the example (but not always). It is 

possible that the lexical signs in IS that are aligned with CA behavior are being semantically 

supported by the enactment. 
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Figure 51 LOOK(ASL)  co-occurring with CA  

 

5.3 Comparing IS to NSL frequency studies 

The analysis reveals suggestive findings about high frequency sign types in IS as 

compared to NSLs. Results from quantitative analysis of the 7,033 tokens indicate similarities 

as well as differences in the type of signs distributed in the lexicon of expository IS compared 

to NSLs. Quantitative results of expository IS sign types were compared to what is reported in 

Auslan, ASL, and BSL to ascertain any unique type characteristics of IS expository 

discourses. These comparative data are shown in Table 30.  

 

 

Sign Types 

IS 

Lectures 

(n=7033) 

Auslan 

Corpus
a
 

(n=54,506) 

ASL
b
 

(n=4111)  

BSL
c
 

(N=24,864) 

Fully -lexical signs  (incl. nbrs)   63.6% 64.8% 73.1% 62.0% 

Fully -lexical fingerspelling     1.74%   5.0%   6.4%   2.5% 

Fully -lexical name signs     1.74%   0.25%   2.3%   1.1% 

Partly -lexical pointing signs   14.5% 12.0% 13.8% 22.9% 

Partly -lexical depicting signs   10.2% 11.0%   4.2%   2.3% 

Non-lexical gesture     9.0%   6.5%   0.2%   8.7% 
a
data from Johnston, 2012a; 

b
data from Morford and MacFarlane (2003);  

c
data from Cormier et al. (2011); depicting signs are called  signs in 

b
 and 

c 

Table 30 Comparing IS sign type distribution to NSL sign type distribution 

 

 The sample size of the IS source data and the other NSL datasets differ. It is 

recognized that one must take care when generalizing from small datasets. Also, the effect of 

text genre in the collections in these reported studies, as well as different glossing and 

transcription practices, will impact the comparability of data. Gesture occurs almost as much 

in BSL as in the IS data, with Auslan showing more gesture than ASL. In the ASL study, 
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gestures are not mentioned, but results for ñfragmentsò are given  (Morford and MacFarlane, 

2003, p. 220). Johnston (2012a) and Cormier et al. (2011) both consider the ASL reports of 

fragments as non-linguistic sign types; hence they are compared with their non-linguistic 

types (gestures). Coding differences between researchers are noted by Cormier et al. (2011) 

and Johnston (2012a); some researchers may or may not annotate several types of gestures the 

same way. Many gestures include discourse cohesion markers like G(5-UP):WELL or those 

that fill utterance space (e.g., UM) as well as CA and CD (Cormier et al., 2011, p. 5). While 

pointing sign distributions vary across these reported results, in all datasets they are the most 

prevalent types. Later in the next section, with a focus on the subsets of formal Auslan and 

ASL some comparison can be made,  keeping in mind mentioned limitations.  

The amount of fully-lexical signs are similar, if not slightly lower in IS than in other 

NSL distribution results. Lexicalized signs comprise a lower percentage of the total in IS, at 

63.6% when compared to ASL (73.1%), but are similar when compared to Auslan (64.8%) 

and BSL (62%). Pointing signs in each NSL and IS are distributed relatively similarly, with 

BSL showing significantly more pointing signs ð roughly 10% more than ASL, Auslan, and 

IS. The largest differences in distribution occur with fingerspelling, depiction, and, to some 

extent, gesture. IS exhibits much less fingerspelling than the NSLs, but overall much more 

depiction and gesture than ASL, BSL. These differences are more pronounced when 

comparing data from similar text genre and register (in §5.3.1 below). Fingerspelling occurs 

less frequently in IS lectures, presumably given that not all SL users are familiar with the one-

handed system in IS. Presenters aim to make their IS utterances understandable to a wide 

variety of SL using audience members, so reducing fingerspelled forms reduces chances for 

misunderstanding. These results are similar to what is shown in studies on IS interpreted text 

(Locker-McKee & Napier, 2002), and only 55 instances (2%) of fingerspelling were observed 

(Rosenstock, 2004).  

Auslanôs use of depiction is relatively high compared to ASL and BSL at 11%, which 

comes close to the 10.2% observed in the IS data. The Auslan Corpus comprises a few 

different text genres, with a heavy representation of narrative texts (retelling stories from 

visual picture book ñFrog where are youò; Mayer, 1969). There are no expository lectures or 

presentations in the corpus (Johnston, 2012a). This could explain the slightly higher 

percentage of depicting signs in the Auslan full corpus than in IS lectures. The BSL study also 

reports a relatively high amount of gesture ð 8.7% of sign types ð which is almost as much 

observed in the 9.0% gesture in expository IS.   It is likely these differences in gesture are 

explained by the different text genres in the datasets. The genre of a text is shown to have 
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some effect on the distribution of sign types (Cormier et al., 2011). A comparative analysis of 

datasets that comprise similar genre texts is made in the next section.  

Mentioned in the methodology §4.3.3, a lack of lecture-type expository texts in the 

Auslan Corpus prompted the consideration for a likewise comparison of the same genre texts. 

Hence, two 5-minute Auslan lecture segments (publicly available) were also annotated for 

sign types, constructed action, and spoken language mouthings, using the same glossing and 

annotation method as the IS source dataset.  The two Auslan expository lecture samples are 

included in a comparison of IS to NSLs in terms of their composition of sign types. 

  

5.3.1 Comparison to Similar Text Genres and Auslan Expository text 

 

There are reportedly text genre differences that impact frequency distributions in the 

larger Auslan corpus, when comparing the full corpus to what Johnston identifies as a subset 

of formal Auslan data (Johnston, 2012a). Formal Auslan texts have more fully-lexical signs 

(69.4% versus 64.75%) and more non-linguistic gesture signs (8.8% versus 6.5%) than shown 

in the full corpus, but much less depiction (1.6% in contrast to 11%). Table 31 illustrates 

some of the differences in distribution of fully-lexical signs, partly-lexical pointing and 

depicting signs, and non-lexical gesture signs across similar text genres of different datasets. 

The data in the first two columns are reported from this current study and the latter two 

columns indicate data from the Auslan and ASL lexical frequency studies. In a smaller subset 

of ASL formal texts, ñfrozenò (fully-) lexical signs comprise 80.2% versus 73.1% of the 

lexicon. The amount of depiction is less in the latter as well ð 2.3% as opposed to 0.1%. 

Comparative information about BSL formal or expository texts was not available given that 

spontaneous conversational data was the text genre in that lexical frequency study.   

 

Sign Type IS Lectures 

(n=7033) 

Auslan Lectures 

(n=1137) 

Auslan Corpus 

Formal (n=22,100)
a 

ASL Formal 

(n=1363)
b 

Fully -lexical  63.6% 71.3% 69.4% 80.2% 

Fingerspelling  1.7%  8.3%  4.7%  4.8% 

Name signs  1.7%  0.1%  0.5%  0.7% 

Depicting   10.2%  3.9%  1.6%  0.9% 

Pointing      14.5%          15.0%             15.0%       13.4% 

Gesture 9.0% 2.8%  8.8%  0.1% 
a 
from Johnston, 2012a 

b 
from Morford and MacFarlane (2003). 

Table 31 Comparing sign types in IS and varied NSL Genres 
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These frequency results provide some insight into unique characteristics of expository 

IS that enrich the description of IS and supplement what has been observed in other studies. 

Intuitions about increased depiction and gesture in IS are verified. 

Including two samples of Auslan expository presentations in the analysis allows for 

making genre-specific comparisons between international contact signing and a NSL. 

Although limited by sample size (n=1137), they augment the comparison to Auslan formal 

texts (interviews). Since Auslan is a conventional language and not a contact mix of 

languages, lexical signs annotated in the data were not tagged with origin information (e.g., 

THINK(ASL), WORLD(GEST), etc.). Only the sign types were analyzed, and a free 

translation was made by the researcher and two graduate students, and checked by a 

professional Auslan-English interpreter.   The two videos totaled 20 minutes of expository 

Auslan, but the annotated segments total 14 minutes, resulting in 1,137 sign tokens available 

for comparative analysis. Text ñSBCò was rendered to a live audience of several hundred 

interpreters and deaf people who use Auslan. The topic was about language access and the 

politics of language in the Australian Deaf Community. The second text, ñMJB,ò is a 

prepared presentation on DVD that serves as a public information resource about voting in the 

state of Victoria. The two Auslan presentation texts were introduced in §4.3.2, Table 10. 

In genre-specific comparisons, results show that expository IS has a smaller 

established lexicon than formal Auslan, formal ASL, and expository Auslan. In fact, the 

figures in Table 31 indicate 5.8% to as much as 16.6% more fully-lexical forms than those in 

expository IS. In addition, it appears that an NSL expository lecture uses much more 

fingerspelling than IS, for reasons discussed previously. Once again, pointing signs are 

consistently similar across these datasets. While there are limitations to generalizing from 

small collections, there are nonetheless suggestive differences in type distribution.  

According to the data, there are at least 10% less established, lexical material in IS 

than in the same genre NSL texts. Even if only approximate, these numbers support prior 

claims that there is a smaller number of lexicalized forms in IS than in NSLs. While not 

unexpected, what this implies for expository IS discourse is that limited conventional, fully-

lexical signs used in IS presentations potentially impact the information gleaned.  The 

semantic economy and specificity provided by conventional lexical forms would therefore be 

lacking and the presenterôs messages would need to be grounded in additional meaning-

making elements in the discourse through depiction and gesture.  

Turning to other potential meaning-making elements in IS, one can see differences in 

the distribution of partly-lexical and non-lexical components in expository IS when compared 

to comparable text genres in NSLs, except for pointing signs. It is notable that the frequency 
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distribution of pointing sign types is remarkably similar to their distribution in NSLs; in 

particular, prototypical indexing types are the most frequent sign types in IS as they are in 

Auslan, ASL, and NZSL (Johnston, 2012a). However, it cannot be assumed that points 

function with any universality in NSLs (and therefore in IS) as pronominal linguistic types or 

deictic gestural types (Johnston, 2013b) without further study of their form and function in a 

variety of NSLs (and in IS).  

The largest difference is that expository IS exhibits a higher amount of both depiction 

and gesture than Auslan (formal and lecture) and ASL formal texts. The distribution of 

depicting signs in IS is 10.2%; this is more than double what was measured in the expository 

Auslan lectures (3.9%), nearly six times more than the Auslan corpus formal texts, and ten 

times more frequent than the ASL formal data.  Depicting signs (described in §3.3.3) are 

productive signs with categorical and gradient properties and in NSLs combine meaningful 

units (handshapes, movements, locations, etc.) to create new forms (Brennan, 1992; Johnston 

& Schembri , 2007). In IS, the need to create nonce and new forms to supplement limited 

established signs is more pronounced, given that lack of conventional fully-lexical forms 

available for discourse. Moreover, borrowed lexical signs from NSLs into IS might undergo 

modification, to exploit sub-atomic parts of signs and prompt meaning for the IS context.  

This productive capacity of  NSLs is assumed to be a contributing benefit for communicating 

across NSLs in a contact sign such as expository IS. 

The differences in gesture distributions are not easily compared. The ASL study does 

not elaborate on coding of gesture, and the Auslan data was based on formal interviews, not 

monologic lecture. Johnston notes that in the interview texts, there appeared to be many 

gestures due to the interactive nature of the data, such as cues for turn-taking. Neither the 

ASL nor the Auslan study reports on the amount of the gesture that is constructed action 

(2012a, p.14). Yet, a recent study on depicting signs in Auslan grammar showed that CA is 

exploited in narrative text clauses (37.2%) rather than in the interactive conversations (6.1%) 

(Ferrara, 2012). 

CA is another type of gestural material in IS and NSLs, which is of interest. The CA 

analyzed in expository IS was annotated on a separate tier, and periods of CA overlap with 

gestures and the other sign types observed. As reported in §5.2.2, there were 645 gesture signs 

and 572 CA instances. Only 153 of these co-occurred. Extrapolating these numbers, one 

arrives at 1,027 total non-lexical gestures (CA and gesture combined) occurred in the 

expository IS data. This suggests that gestural material is much higher than in any of the other 

datasets in the similar genre comparisons.       
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5.4 Selections for Comprehension Testing   

The IS contact examples in this study are a specific type ð expository lecture at an 

international human rights themed conference ð and therefore the most recurrent lexical 

signs reflect this theme. A subset of this Study One data, which comprises six video clip 

presentation segments, is used in Study Two and referred to as the Comprehension Test 

Dataset. (The videos are listed in §4.4.3, Table 15). Lexical frequency information about the 

Study One full dataset and Study Two Comprehension Test dataset is juxtaposed below in 

Table 32.   

The most frequent sign forms in both sets of data were identified, as well as the 

meaning for 45 signs selected from the top 100. These 45 signs were used in the 

comprehension testing in Study Two, as they were key signs occurring in the IS dataset. 

Information about sign meanings is reported in the findings here, as it helped to determine 

whether participants in Study Two understood these 45 signs, keeping in mind their given 

textual context. Rank frequency information is also noted about these signs in the full IS 

dataset (13 files) and in the subset comprehension test dataset (6 files). 
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Table 32 Lexical identifications. p. 45 high frequency IS signs 

 

5.4.1 High Frequency Signs ð Lexical IDs 

Table 32 shows 45 high frequency IS signs selected for inclusion in the 

comprehension test. This part of the comprehension test measured lexical semantic 

identification; and participantsô responses were totaled into a percentage score. Scores are 

reported in the results below, in §6.2.3. It is suggested that once high frequency terms are 

Sign	# ID	Gloss Meaning

Frequency	in	

Full	Dataset	

(per	1000)		

N=7030

Frequency	in	

Test	Dataset	

(per	1000)	

N=2045

Rank	in	

Full	

dataset	1
Rank	in	Test	

dataset	2	

1 DEAF1(ASL) Deaf 13.9 20.5 3 1

2 HAVE(AUS) have,	possess,	own 13.4 19.6 5 2

3 WHAT(ASL) what 14.1 15.6 2 3

4 ASSOCIATION(GEST)

Deaf	association,	organization,	

collaborate 7.7 13.2 12 4

5 SAME(AUS) also,	same	as 13.7 13.2 4 5

6 PERSON(AUS) person,	(also	pluralized	"people") 12.1 12.2 6 6

7 DIFFERENT(ASL) different,	varied 8.7 11.2 10 8

8 WORLD(AUS) world,	global 6.7 8.8 15 9

9 GOOD(AUS) Good,	alright,	high	quality 8.8 8.3 14 9

10 BODY(AUS) health	(care,	physical	care) 2.4 7.8 36 10

11 ANALYZE(ASL) research,	analysis 4.6 6.4 32 12

12 KNOW	(ASL) know,aware,	knowledge 5.3 6.4 19 12

13 SCOUT(ASL) boy	scouts,	scouting	organization 2.3 6.4 37 12

14 CRPD(WFD)

The	UNCRPD-	Legal	document	giving	

rights	to	ppl.	with	disabilities/Deaf 3.1 5.9 31 13

15 NOW(ASL) now,	today,	immediate	time 5.4 5.9 18 13

16 STUDY(AUS) education,	school,	study 3.0 5.9 31 13

17 DISABLED(WFD) person	with	disabilities,	disability 4.0 5.4 25 14

18 HELP(ASL) help,	assistance 7.0 4.9 14 15

19 WORK(GEST) work 8.4 5.4 9 16

20 DSS(GC):SMALL-AMOUNT a	small	amount	of	something,	a	little 2.1 5.4 52 14

21 THINK(ASL) think,	realize,	idea 4.6 4.9 21 15

22 FINISH(ASL) finish,		completed 4.6 4.4 21 16

23 IMPORTANT(ASL) important 7.8 4.4 11 16

24 PROGRESS(ASL) progress,	move	forward/on,	advance 4.3 4.4 23 16

25 YEAR(ASL) year 4.1 3.9 24 16

26 CONNECT(ASL) connection,	relate,	connect	 6.0 3.9 16 17

27 GOVERNMENT(GEST) government 5.0 3.9 20 17

28 SIGN(GEST) sign	language 12.4 3.9 7 17

29 COUNTRY(WFD) country,	region 4.4 3.4 22 18

30 WANT(AUS) want 3.7 3.4 27 18

31 CAN(ASL) able,	can 5.8 2.9 17 19

32 CHILDREN(ASL) children	(plural) 3.0 2.9 32 19

33 APPROVE(WFD) approve,	ratify,	legalize 0.9 2.4 47 20

34 BOY(ASL) male	person;	man	or	boy 2.0 2.4 14 20

35 INTERPRETER(WFD) interpret,	interpreter,	translate 7.1 2.0 13 20

36 PROBLEM(ASL) problem,	difficult 3.1 2.4 41 20

37 HEARING(WFD) hearing,	able	to	hear 3.6 2.0 28 21

38 CONGRESS(GEST) congress,	conference 0.9 1.5 47 22

39 SEE-2H(ASL) see,	look,	view 3.0 1.5 32 22

40 BRING(ASL) bring,	carry,	deliver 3.3 1.0 30 23

41 INTERNATIONAL(WFD) international,	WFD	 3.4 1.0 29 23

42 NS:ASIAPACIFIC asia-pacific	region	 3.0 1.0 37 23

43 ACCEPT(ASL) accept 1.7 0.5 41 24

44 LANGUAGE3(WFD) grammar,	language,	text	information 3.0 0.5 32 24

45 PROJECT	(WFD) project 1.3 0.5 44 24
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learned, and then lower frequency words should be learned ð less frequent or unknown 

words could possibly be guessed from context (Mehrpour and Rahimi, 2010).   

The 45 lexical forms used in this measurement occur in the larger dataset and in the 

subset of test videos, although with slightly different frequency due to the effect of topic 

content on lexical frequency, especially a smaller corpus. Highly frequent signs from the 

analysis of the larger, 13 sample data, were checked to see if they also occurred regularly in 

the IS test video passages. The fully-lexical signs used in this measurement come directly 

from frequent signs in the full database, and also appear in the 3-5 minute IS videos viewed. 

5.4.2 Distribution of Lexical, Partly-Lexical, & Non-Lexical Signs in IS Test Videos  

Lexical sign type information about the Comprehension Test Dataset was also 

determined and is shown below in Table 33. Presenters incorporate more or less of some sign 

types in their expository IS, with varying amounts of lexical, partly-lexical, and non-lexical 

signs. The two presenters in Video B employ the most gesture and constructed action with the 

least amount of lexicalized signs. A large amount of English word mouthings is also observed 

in these IS presentations, except for the signers in Video B1 and D. Both are from countries 

whose surrounding spoken language is not English. 

 
Table 33 Distribution of sign types in test videos A-E 

  

In terms of origins of the lexical signs expressed in expository IS, videotexts A-E all 

are representatively similar to the full lexical frequency dataset in Study One. The amount of 

lexical signs in this subset is similarly balanced between a predominance of ASL and Auslan 

forms, and shows evidence of conventional IS signs seen in the 1975 Gestuno glossary and 

WFD and IS sign lists. A small number of other or unknown sign forms also make up some of 

the lexical signs, which were not identified but suspected to be forms from the presenterôs 

NSL. The 13 source IS presenters agreed to have their presentations filmed for this study, but 

they were not contacted about their presentation after data collection was competed; therefore, 

unknown sign forms were not verified with presenters directly. 

Test	

Video 	Lexical Depiction PT Gesture

	Ratio	

of	CA	

English	

Mouthing	IS/ WFD GEST ASL AUS

OTHER/ 	

UNKNOWN

	A 61% 13% 16% 11% 1:11 42% 5% 11% 56% 18% 11%

	B1 64% 8% 10% 15% 1:7 28% 6% 3% 61% 16% 15%

	B2 45% 14% 18% 20% 1:7 16% 10% 12% 45% 26% 6%

	C 61% 12% 12% 11% 1:10 52% 12% 9% 60% 17% 1%

	D 66% 15% 10% 4% 1:8 24% 9% 11% 59% 21% 3%

	E 65% 15% 9% 9% 1:11 56% 7% 1% 65% 14% 5%

AVG 60% 13% 13% 11% 1:9 36% 8% 8% 58% 19% 7%
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Elements of the test stimulus texts are presented here for later analysis in the results 

discussion. Linguistic features of these texts are of interest, in particular whether these 

distributions correlate with participant ratings about the textsô comprehensibility. It will also 

be relevant to the research questions to consider how participants perform on other 

comprehension measures vis-à-vis some of these linguistic characteristics of the test videos. 

5.5 Summary   

 This chapter reported the results from a lexical analysis of the collected expository IS 

dataset. The distribution of sign types was categorized by lexical, partly-lexical, and non-

lexical (gestural) token and type qualities. IS presentations incorporate a similar amount of 

pointing signs; however, there are fewer lexical, specified forms and fewer fingerspelled 

borrowings in IS than in NSLs. The amount of fully-lexical signs in IS is, on average, 10% 

less than what is noted in similar genre data of NSLs. The fully-lexical material in expository 

IS includes forms recognized from ASL (58%), Auslan (20%), and conventional signs in 

regular use through activities of the WFD (10.7%) as well as signs in use that originally were 

listed in the Gestuno glossary (7.9%). The reduction in lexical signs is balanced by an 

increase in IS signersô use of depicting signs and gesture. Given lesser numbers of fully-

lexical, conventional forms, it is suspected that an increase in these depicting and gesture sign 

types serves to supplement semiotic material that composes IS utterances, and helps to convey 

information in this contact sign system. Comprehension tests are elaborated upon in the next 

chapter, in order to assess whether varied deaf NSL users understand expository IS 

discourses. Several video presentations and segments from the source IS dataset and a 

selection of fully-lexical and depicting, semiotic elements are put to use in assessing 

comprehension. 
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Chapter 6 Study Two: Comprehension of Expository IS 
 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter reports the results from Study Two, an assessment of comprehension of 

expository IS by 32 linguistically diverse deaf participants in five different continents. An 

assessment protocol that uses several measurements was created for this study from a subset 

of the source IS data analyzed in the first study (Chapter 5).  Out of the 13 IS lectures 

analyzed in Study One, five short presentation discourses (six presenters) were selected as 

stimulus testing material. In Chapter 4, the research questions were outlined along with 

hypotheses and methods for both Study One and Study Two. Chapter 4 also elaborated on the 

creation of the comprehension test elements and the procedures for administering them.  

Study Two focuses on the communicative effectiveness of IS lexicon and discourse, 

and a comparison is made to comprehension of the same expository content in a natively 

occurring SL. The research augments prior work (Rosenstock, 2004) by contributing new 

findings about IS comprehension, particularly IS created by deaf presenters.  

6.2 Quantitative Results 

Results from each part of the comprehension assessment administered in all test sites 

are reported below in the form of grand means. In subsequent sections, outcomes from each 

quantified element of testing are first reported generally and across the five country cohort 

groups. Additional comparative results of interest are also discussed with each section. The 

data across all participants is then summarized at the end of each section before presenting 

results for the next element of the test.  

 Table 34 indicates overall performance statistics on comprehension measures; 

however, these results provide only a partial story about participantsô comprehension of 

expository IS presentations. The range of performance scores is wide on each measure, as 

evidenced by the large standard deviations in all measures (except for the retell task). Varied 

sociolinguistic factors of participants and linguistic elements in each stimulus text are 

considered, with a discussion about their correlation with higher or lower results.  
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Performance Variable (N = 32) Mean (%)  StDev  Minimum  Median  

Comprehension Ratings (IS only)*  
 

  3.52
  

  0.54  2.17
 
   3.54

 
 

Lexical IDs 73.9 17.3 39.0 75.0 

Content Questions  61.5  14.1   39.0   63.0  

Fingerspelling  43.4 23.2     0.0  43.0  

Numbers 49.6   26.7   10.0   50.0   

Retell Task (IS only) 52.9  0.21 23.0 45.0 

 *
 
Ratings based on scale from 1-5 rather than percentage score. 

Table 34 Summary of quantitative results 

 

6.2.1 Subjective Comprehension Ratings 

Immediately after viewing each short IS presentation text, participants judged its 

comprehensibility using a non-verbal, pictorial rating scale. The numerical scale indicated 

values between 1-5, with 1 being difficult to understand and 5 being easy to understand. The 

scale was introduced in §4.4.3.2 (Figure 29).  

 

6.2.1.1 Comparing Comprehension Ratings across all IS stimulus texts 

  

The average rating for each IS text across each country cohort ranged between 3.24 to 

3.77 out of 5, as indicated in Figure 52. At first glance, one immediately notices the difference 

between comprehension ratings from IS Videos A-E and the NSL Videos Dô and Eô. These 

differences are statistically significant and are discussed later in §6.2.5.1. Of the five IS 

presentation texts, Video B (both parts B1 and B2) and Video E were rated slightly more 

understandable on average by all participants. Both presentation topics are broadly familiar. 

Video B was about deaf education in developing countries and Video E was about the deaf 

international Boy Scouts movement. 
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Figure 52 Comprehension Ratings of IS and NSL Videos A- E' 

  

The t-test results below in Table 35 show that the differences between ratings across Videos 

A-E are not significant (threshold p Ò .05). While these mean rating differences are not 

statistically significant from one another as averaged across all participants, a closer 

examination of ratings made by demographically grouped cohorts is made next.  

 

Video A B1 B2 C D E 

A X .373 .091 .422 .302 .605 

B1 X X .184 .960 .127 .531 

B2 X X X .369 .091 .392 

C X X X X .365 .707 

D X X X X X .520 

E X X X X X X 

Table 35 Tests of significance across ratings   

 

6.2.1.2 IS Comprehension by Country Cohort 

While all participants rated presentations in their NSL to be more understandable than 

those in expository IS, there were some slight differences in how different country cohort 

groups rated certain IS presentation texts. This section looks at results by reporting on how 

cohort participants rated each IS video stimulus. Linguistic features in each IS presentation 

text are discussed later in these results as well.   

 Average ratings about the comprehensibility of each IS presentation video clip across 

all groups are shown in summary Table 36. Results indicate that audience understanding 

(their subject rating of it) is indeed varied. These differences are more pronounced for some 
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cohort groups for some IS presentation videos than others. The largest variation across groups 

is seen in Video A and E, with Video C being similarly understood across all participants 

except the Japanese cohort. Video A, C, and E feature presenters from European or U.S. 

origins, and their IS constructions may have been influenced by lexical borrowings or some 

other feature that made it difficult for signers from Brazil and Japan to understand. This aligns 

with findings in the Rosenstock 2004 study that non-European SL users performed lower on 

comprehension testing; however, Videos B1, B2, and D are rated more consistently across the 

five country participant groups, with B1 showing the smallest standard deviation (0.36). 

 

 

Table 36 Average comprehensibility ratings by country cohort and by video/presenter 

 

The Japanese cohort understood the IS video clips on average much lower than the 

other groups, except video B (B1 and B2) and Video D. Video B ð both presenters ð 

discussed the widely appealing topic of ñDeaf Education.ò The signer in Video D was a native 

JSL signer presenting in expository IS, so participants from Japan perhaps connected better 

with him and recognized other features of his signing to be less ñforeign.ò The topic was also 

about activities of the Japanese Federation of the Deaf; therefore, it was perhaps a more 

familiar topic. The Brazilian cohort exhibited similar ratings across the first four videos but 

rated Videos D and E much lower. It is not clear, whether the content or signing style of the 

last two presenters was difficult to glean for them, or if test fatigue influenced their subject 

ratings of understanding. The Australian, Czech, and U.S. participants rated expository IS 

texts consistently higher across all stimulus videos shown, with average subjective ratings not 

falling below 3.3, with one exception. The U.S. participants rated the JSL signer in Video D 

as much less understandable than all of the other presentations, as did the Brazilian 

participants. Both the Brazilian group and the Japanese group experienced the Irish SL signer 

in Video E as difficult to understand.   

On average, Videos B1 and B2 were rated more understandable than the others. The 

relatively higher rating of Video B by observers may be attributed to the topic of the 

Group	AVG	

Ratings Rate	A Rate	B1 Rate	B2 Rate	C Rate	D Rate	E A-E		AVG

JPN		 2.33 3.00 3.25 2.25 3.00 2.17 2.68
BZ		 3.25 3.50 3.33 3.50 2.67 2.50 3.32

CZ			 3.31 3.85 4.19 4.08 3.38 3.83 3.81
AUS	 4.00 3.58 3.67 3.82 3.77 4.50 3.74
US	 4.33 3.92 4.25 3.92 2.50 4.33 4.05

Grand	Mean 3.45 3.57 3.74 3.51 3.06 3.47 3.52

Std	Deviation 0.77 0.36 0.47 0.74 0.52 1.07 0.54
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presentation. The debated topic of deaf education is arguably a commonly understood domain 

for deaf people from all corners of the globe. Much of this debate centers on the long-held 

controversies between oralist methods in deaf education and SL-based, bilingual approaches. 

Inequitable deaf education that does not include the most readily accessible, naturally 

occurring, visual language of the local deaf community for teaching is a long-standing topic 

of discussion among deaf people.  

Audience members experience IS presentations as more understandable when there is 

familiarity with topic and themes of a presentation and when the IS presenterôs NSL is shared 

by the audience member; however, oneôs experience (i.e., self-reporting by subjective 

comprehension ratings) of expository IS as more or less comprehensible may be different 

from actual performance on comprehension measurements. Additional discussion about 

performance measures is undertaken after further results are reported and during analysis of 

variables made in §6.3.2. 

6.2.1.3 Comprehension ratings by distribution of sign origins in IS test videos 

The lexical frequency study in Chapter 5 reported the distribution of signs by varied 

origins in IS presentations. A query was also made to determine the frequency of lexical signs 

in the IS testing Videos A-E, and these distributions are first noted in Table 33 in §5.4.2. The 

lexifier SL origins analyzed in this study are shown in Figure 53. Signs that are recognizable 

ASL forms feature prominently in expository IS presentations, comprising between 45-65% 

of all lexical signs. In addition, signs from Auslan are also regularly occurring, comprising 

14-26% of lexical signs in IS presentations. 
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Figure 53 Distribution of signs by origin in IS test videos A-E 

One would predict that prominently occurring NSL signs would influence 

participantsô subjective comprehension ratings, particularly for Videos B2 and E, which had 

the most Auslan and ASL forms respectively; however, the U.S. and Australian participants 

did not rate them higher compared to other videos in the array. Native ASL signers rated 

Video E comparatively higher, yet video segment B2 employs the least amount of ASL signs, 

and U.S. participants (as well as other cohorts) experienced it to be quite highly 

comprehensible. The B2 presenter employs the most gesture of all five videos, and this may 

have contributed to the subjective experience of better understanding. The only significant 

difference across ratings comes from ASL first language users, who rated Video A 

significantly higher than those who know some ASL or do not know ASL at all; however, the 

Video A presenter employs only an average amount of ASL signs, but discusses a current 

topic in the United States (health care).  

Conversely, the Japanese presenter in Video D employs a high number of ASL signs 

and Auslan signs, yet Australian participants stated they understood it better than only two 

others, and U.S. participants rated this text much lower by comparison. Brazilian cohort 

members also rated their understanding of Video D as low compared to the other videos.  

Auslan L1 signers rated Video E significantly higher than the other cohorts did, with 

their understanding of Video A second best. The IS presenters in Videos A and E are White, 

European, and utilized a relatively large amount of both ASL and Auslan, with Video E 
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ASL	 56%	 61%	 45%	 60%	 59%	 65%	
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featuring a presenter whose first SL is Irish Sign Language (IrishSL). The co-presenter in 

Video B2 is a White native ASL user who incorporates fewer ASL signs and the most Auslan 

signs in her section of the presentation. Yet, the Australian cohort does not rate this video 

segment as highly as Video E. The Video E presenter may have appeared the least ñforeignò 

for the Australian cohort for several reasons. His NSL origins ð IrishSLð might share some 

lexical signs with Auslan, given historical contact between Ireland and Australian deaf 

communities in some Catholic schools (Fitzgerald, 1999, cited in Johnston & Schembri, 

2007), and also given BSLôs influence Auslan and Irelandôs close geographic proximity to 

Great Britain, and BSL signers.  

It appears, therefore, that sharing NSL sign origins with those that are borrowed into 

IS presentations appears to be a small factor in experienced comprehension; however, it is not 

consistently the only factor, nor is it always predictable. Familiarity with presentation topic 

and recognizable forms from oneôs NSL were other factors for improved understandability 

ratings by participants. 

6.2.1.4 IS comprehension ratings and type distribution 

Besides observer familiarity with presentation topic, other potential comprehension 

factors such as the amount and distribution of lexical signs, depiction, and gestural elements 

are of interest. Table 37 below shows the distribution of these types for each IS video in the 

test array, which are taken from the analysis shown in Table 33 in §5.4.2).  

 

 

 
 

Table 37 Distribution of sign types in IS test videos 

 

 Reviewing the distribution of sign types in each video, one notices that both signers in 

Video B use the most amount of gesture and constructed action in their expository IS, 

compared to the other IS texts. The co-presenter in Video B, that is segment Video B2, also 

was rated highest (or one of the highest) consistently across all cohort groups. Both presenters 
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utilize different amounts of conventional fully-lexical signs, with the B2 segment 

incorporating the least amount them. The A and B2 presenters both employ the most number 

of pointing signs, and a noticeably smaller amount of fully-lexical forms. The increased 

frequency of pointing signs means that indicating referents and directing attention to 

discourse elements are more prevalent in this segment of the presentation. Recall in §3.3 it 

was noted that points aid in focusing attention on real entities and real space blended entities, 

prompting varied mental spaces and act as space holders in SL discourses. Points serve to 

ñglueò the discourse together and there is notably increased pointing in IS lectures where less 

specified fully-lexical signs are observed (e.g., Video A and B2 compared with Videos E and 

B1). Participants reported lesser understanding of Video A, however. One explanation may be 

that this was the first IS text in the assessment and participants required adjustment to the 

ñforeignò nature of the presentation.  

 Depicting signs appear to be relatively uniform in all test videos, except in the B1 

segment. The B1 signer does use more gesture and CA and a higher than average amount of 

fully-lexical signs. Gesture and prevalence of CA were other sign types featuring 

predominantly in B1 and B2, but not as much so for the other videos. Both signers in Video B 

use the highest amount of gesture and constructed action. As noted above, the co-presenter in 

segment B2 was rated as the most understood consistently across all cohort groups. In 

addition, the large amount of pointing signs contributes to the gestural material in the 

presentation. Pointing signs are characterized in the framework of this study as comprising 

both linguistic and gestural parts, so the visible indexing provided by these signs may have 

increased judgments of understanding. Points, and the implementation of gesture and CA in 

this video likely provided content specificity (by demonstrating and indicating), since the 

ability to tell content was lacking due to the very low (45%) amount of fully-lexical signs.  

 

6.2.1.5 The impact of English mouthing on IS comprehensibility 

 A result from Study One revealed the presence of English mouthings in expository IS. 

Figure 54 shows the prevalence of English mouthings in each of the five IS videos shown to 

participants. 
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Figure 54 English word mouthings in Expository IS Videos A-E 

 

Video D, which captures a Japanese IS presenter, is on average considered the least 

comprehensible across four of the five cohort groups, with the Japanese participants being the 

exception. Not only does this signer use the smallest amount of gesture signs, but also he uses 

IS composed of 65% lexical signs, and less than half the amount of English word mouthings 

as signers in Videos A, C, and E. There are likely signing and mouthing characteristics that 

the Japanese IS presenter uses which are recognizable or more easily understood by 

participants in the Japan cohort. This could be investigated further in follow up study. His 

mouthings are English words, but at times the articulation appeared to exhibit Japanese 

phonological features in these English mouthings. Additional examination of pronunciation 

features of varied SL signers would verify the extent of such occurrences for signers whose 

national spoken language is not English.  Mori (2011) notes that there are qualities of IS used 

by Asian signers which are different from those used by IS rendered by Western signers. This 

was not specifically queried in this study; however, mouthings appear to have some effect on 

IS comprehension.  

The Japanese IS presenter in Video D uses a similarly large amount of depiction and 

constructed action as the North American presenter in B2, and a relatively small amount of 

English mouthings. He incorporates a higher percentage of lexicalized signs (ASL and Auslan 

borrowings) than the other IS a video clip. The fact that ASL native signers rated the 

presentation in Video D as less understandable suggests that the lack of English mouthings in 

this presentation hindered their comprehension. In a contact situation where the signing 

system is not fully conventional for all audience members, the combination of mixed 

elements, including mouth patterns, appears to aid in understanding. Several participants who 



Chapter 6 Study Two: Comprehension  

 

 206 

are familiar with English admitted to relying on the English mouth patterns of the IS signer in 

some presentations to understand some signs. 

 English mouthings occur frequently in Videos A (42%), C (52%), and E (56%), and, 

not surprisingly, participants from the English-speaking countries of Australia and the United 

States rated these IS videos relatively high (range 3.64-4.33). It was noted earlier that 

Australian and U.S. participants, who share the same surrounding spoken language, rated 

Video E as the most understandable. Video E captures an IS presenter from Ireland, and the 

distribution of lexical signs by origin indicates more ASL (63%) than all the videos in the test 

sequence. He also uses a moderate amount of Auslan (14%) and some of the largest amount 

of depicting signs (15%) among the test videos. The ASL signs used by this presenter 

included a high number of shared Auslan cognates in the 15 most frequent signs. 

As described in §2.2.1, deaf communities are situated within surrounding spoken 

language communities, which create contact effects on SLs. Spoken language mouthings are 

common, as evidenced among other contact phenomena in sign languages; these are shown to 

be artifacts of simultaneous language code mixing with spoken languages (Lucas & Valli, 

1992; Quinto-Pozos, 2002; Brentari, 2001; Crasborn et al., 2008). The results described 

above, in combination with recognizable lexicon and depicting signs, propose that spoken 

language mouth patterns also have influence on comprehension when sign languages are in 

contact. 

If the power of mouth patterns in contact signing is still doubted, it should also be 

noted that the presenter in Video section B1 is from a French-speaking African country and 

the researcher noticed qualitatively (yet not methodically annotated) that many of her mouth 

patterns produced simultaneously with signs were French words or pronunciations. 

Considering the large amount of ASL signs in her presentation segment, it is an interesting 

finding that U.S. participants understood this presenter second-lowest, after Video D. It 

therefore appears that reliance on reading lip patterns in a contact situation plays some 

important semiotic role for participants watching expository IS presentations.   

6.2.1.6 Summary of comprehensibility ratings 

Subjective ratings about the comprehension of varied IS presentation texts indicate 

that expository IS texts are experienced as more understandable by participants who have 

background knowledge of the presentation topic, and when the IS signer incorporates a large 

percentage of gestural elements. Audience members who share the same surrounding spoken 

language and culture of the IS presenter also experience those IS presentations as more 

understandable. This was observed in the higher ratings given by the Japanese participants 
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watching the IS presenter from Japan (Video D), and by the Australian and American 

participants watching the IS presenter from  Ireland (Video E), who also uses a large number 

of ASL signs in his lecture. It is suspected this is related to shared linguistic and gestural 

conventions, which includes recognition of familiar surrounding spoken language mouthings 

appearing in the IS lecture material. Interesting differences are observed between cohort 

group judgments about the five selected expository IS presentation stimuli. Findings reported 

in the following few sections address whether subjective claims of understanding hold true for 

participants in their actual performance on additional comprehension measures.  

6.2.2 Structured Interview: Answering Content Questions 

In the next part of the comprehension test, participants were asked content questions 

about the video clip they just viewed. Questions sought information in a range from global to 

detailed (see Content Questions Rubric, in Appendix J). Participantsô scores in this section 

indicate mixed degrees of comprehension about content conveyed in the IS source videos as 

well as in the translated versions viewed in this section of testing. Only the questions asked of 

all IS videotexts are discussed here; comparison of performances on questions asked of 

Videos D/Dô and E/Eô ð the IS and NSL versions ð is discussed later in §6.2.5.2. 

6.2.2.1 Comprehension of content questions by level of discourse information detail 

Table 38 indicates the average score by each country cohort group for content 

questions from all IS videos. On average, participants scored 62% correct on questions posed 

about information presented by the IS signers. As will be seen The Czech Republic and U.S. 

cohorts scored above the average ð at 72% and 71%, respectively. The Australians 

performed closer to the average at 60%, and the Brazilian and Japanese participants overall 

scored lower on the content questions, with scores of 57% and 52% respectively. This is 

consistent with the comprehensibility judgment ratings that each cohort group gave about the 

IS videos overall. Participants from the Czech Republic and the U.S. as well as half of the 

Australian group answered a higher percentage of content questions correctly than did the 

participants from Brazil and Japan; however, the range of performances on this measure, and 

the standard deviations from the means, indicates wide variability.  
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Table 38 Average scores (in percentages) on content questions by cohort 

 

Variation from the mean ranges from 8.7-17.7 percentage points and although the 

sample size is small, the results show several trends. The largest spread is seen in the 

Australian cohort at 48 percentage points, with the lowest score 43% and the highest 91%. 

The participant scoring the highest on content questions also scored the highest on all other 

comprehension measures, an outlier among all participants (high scorers and low scorers are 

discussed later in §6.3.1.). The smallest range is seen in the Brazilian cohort at 20 points and 

scores falling between 48-68%. The 39-68% range occurring with the Japanese participants 

represents the lowest, although separated by 26 percentage points at most. A scatter plot of 

participantsô raw content question scores is shown in Figure 55 where individual performance 

across the cohort is seen. 

 

 

Figure 55 Participant content question performance by cohort group 

 

  Participants from the U.S. and the Czech Republic showed better success in answering 

content questions than did the other groups, with only one U.S. participant scoring below the 

average. The wide variability of correct response rates in each group suggests that additional 

variables other than country of origin contribute to an audience memberôs understanding of 

IS. Refer to §6.3 below for the analysis and discussion of some of these other comprehension 
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AVG	(%)

Avg	IS	(Videos	A	,B,	C,	D	&	E) 52 57 72 71 60 62
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variables. As mentioned, a comparative discussion takes place about characteristics of 

participants who performed the best across comprehension measurements and those who had 

the hardest time understanding IS and performed in the lowest quartile. 

While overall understanding of content questions gives general impressions about 

comprehension of expository IS presentation content, a closer look at the kind of information 

understood uncovers trends about the level of detail conveyed via IS. Table 39 displays the 

content question results by level of discourse detail.  

 

 

Table 39 Average understanding of content questions by level of detail and by cohort 

 

Reviewing the responses to content questions by question type, it is evident that 

participants were generally able to understand broader pragmatic information conveyed by the 

IS text, with average scores ranging between 74-81% across all groups. The average score 

was 78% for correctly answered global content questions. These scores are significantly 

higher than participantsô scores on questions about the textsô main points and details, with 

average scores of 57 and 46% respectively for main points and detailed content questions. 

Scores greatly decrease as the questions attempt to solicit more detailed information from the 

IS texts viewed. In addition, the gap between different levels of detail is much less 

pronounced for the U.S. and Czech participants. Other cohort members saw a much larger 

drop in comprehension of main point and detailed questions. The Australians showed better 

slightly better understanding of details over main points (51% and 46% respectively). 

However, many of the detailed questions came from Video E, an IS presenter whose language 

origin is IrishSL. IrishSL is a language that developed in a country with historical, political, 

and economic ties to Great Britain, and the two countries are in close geographic proximity to 

one another. The relationship between BSL and Auslan has already been previously 

mentioned. Therefore some sign cognates may be shared or more readily recognized between 

Auslan audience members and an ISL origin presenter of an IS lecture. It appears that IS main 

points and content details are more readily understood by U.S. and Czech participants 

compared to the other groups; however, the very low performance across all participants 

shows clearly that details and main points in the IS presentations are not always realized by 

audience members. 

Average	Understanding	by	level	

of	Detail	and	by	Cohort JPN BZ CZ USA AUS

OVERALL	

AVG

Discourse	Pragmatics	and	Goal	 79% 78% 81% 74% 80% 78%

Main	Points	 47% 49% 74% 68% 46% 57%

Details 29% 37% 51% 64% 51% 46%
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 The global comprehension average of 78% meets a 75% threshold in the 

consideration of ñeffectiveò comprehension laid out in the methodology. These questions 

were aided to some extent by the provision of some contextual clues that were given in the 

comprehension test instructions. Before viewing each stimulus IS discourse, all participants 

were given a general context and presentation title in English as well as in their local SL 

through the interpreter. Based on answers to questions such as, ñWhat type of presentation is 

this?ò, ñWho do you think the audience is?ò, ñTo whom is s/he giving it?ò, ñWhy is he giving 

it? What is his/her aim?ò, participants often correctly identified information about discourse 

register and audience size and participation. At times, some nuances about the make-up of the 

audience and degree of formality of the presentation were missed, because study participants 

were not actually at the conference and were merely observing a video recording of the 

conference context. Nonetheless, pragmatic information from the video was readily 

understood and aided by the presenterôs eye gaze, size and manner of signing, and other 

visual cues such as a lectern and large screen with captioning partly visible in several video 

clips.     

Participants were not as successful correctly identifying main discourse points, scoring 

on average 57% correct, with average scores ranging between 46-74% across the five cohort 

groups. Main point questions sought key ideas conveyed in the IS presentation such as 

comparisons being made, problems the signer describes, and causal relationships. Examples 

of questions that targeted main points conveyed were, ñWhat did the presenter and that other 

person do together?ò, ñWhat are the presenters comparing?ò, ñWhat are some of the education 

problems in her country?ò, and ñWhat does the presenter say about ways that deaf people 

improve their communities?ò. 

Finally, several questions sought detailed information from the IS presentations; these 

included the participantsô ability to have understood and remembered certain facts, as well as 

specific numbers or dates. All participants were told before each video that they would be 

asked to remember a few details such as numbers and dates. It is true that working memory 

has an impact on a personôs ability to store and recall such details, so it is expected that there 

would be some variability to performance on these types of questions and that the percentage 

scores would be somewhat lower. The much lower performance on these detailed questions 

overall, however, shows that the information was not integrated into participantsô cognitive 

representation of the lecture content sufficiently enough for it to be retrieved.    

6.2.2.2 Performance on content questions by video and by cohort 
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 As reported above, participants believed IS presentations to be more understandable 

when they show evidence of a combination of several qualities: familiar lexical forms and 

mouth patterns, increased use of depicting signs and gestural elements and known shared NSL 

background (with the observer). 

 In Table 40 below, results from performances across cohort groups on each IS video 

stimulus are reported, with mean performances on each video segment (in percentages). Upon 

closer inspection of each groupôs comprehension score from content questions, one notices 

that the Japanese cohort actually understood the presenter in Video B1 just as well as the 

Czech cohort did. Both groups performed the best over other groups on these content 

questions. This is evidence that some factors do impact IS comprehension other than country 

and SL origin.  

  

 

Table 40 Average content question performance by video and cohort (percentage score) 

  

 As discussed in §6.2.1.3 & §6.2.1.5, signers from English-speaking surrounding 

communities rely on English mouthings (lip-reading) to aid comprehension of contact signing 

in IS lecture material, given notably higher ratings of subjective comprehension of IS texts 

with more English mouthings and more signs borrowed from their NSLs. The effect of this 

lip-reading reliance was seen in performance on content questions as well. Both the 

Australian and U.S. participants performed lower on questions about texts that incorporated 

fewer English mouthings, despite the high amount of ASL and Auslan forms in the text.   

 In Video segments B1 and B2, (which were both rated most understandable by many 

participants), gesture and constructed action in both were highly prevalent. Many performed 

quite well on Video B1 questions. Although participants experienced the presentation 

segment B2 as the most understandable, their performance on content questions was notably 

lower than would be expected. The reduced amount of lexical signs and much higher amount 

of depicting signs in B2 may have some relationship to the dropped lower average 

Video	

Segment JP BZ CZ AU US MEAN

A 60.0 58.3 66.3 51.7 60.0 59.3

B1 91.7 83.3 92.2 87.5 81.3 87.2

B2 43.3 41.7 76.3 48.3 70.0 55.9
C 58.3 52.8 72.6 66.7 75.0 65.1

D 16.7 58.3 31.3 58.3 50.0 42.9

E 19.0 36.5 61.9 50.8 76.2 48.9
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performance on content questions from this segment across groups. This is an interesting 

finding that suggests participants believe certain highly visual characteristics of an IS lecture 

make it easy to understand, yet measures of content understanding can contradict this 

subjective experience. A similar effect occurred for the Japanese participants. They scored 

quite low on content questions for Video D, which featured the IS presenter who shares the 

same NSL. Japanese cohort members rated this video as the most understandable in the 

ratings, but the performance on these questions is contrary to this rating. Notably, the 

questions from Video D and E are proportionately more detailed compared to the other three 

videosô questions. Relatively lower scores across all cohorts demonstrate the difficulty with 

comprehending more detailed information from IS lectures. Moreover, both IS signers 

employ many ASL and Auslan borrowed signs, which may have aided the Australian and 

American participants, and in combination with the lowest amounts of gesture (4 and 9%), 

there may not have been enough recognizable, sufficiently specified, and conventional 

information for the Brazilian, Czech, and Japanese participants on those content questions.  

 The influence of English is evident in contact signing and comprehension, where the 

Australian and U.S. participants perform better on video questions with higher amounts of 

English mouth patterns. After separating participants into two groups ð those with native or 

L2 English skill and those with none ð a comparison was made in average performance on 

content questions.    

   

 

Figure 56 Performances by video for participants from English and Non-English 

speaking countries 
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 In Figure 56, a comparison of question performances between participants who know 

English, and those who do not, provides evidence that knowing some English (mouth 

patterning) and ASL or a BSL variant provides an advantage in comprehension of certain IS 

presentations. Participants from non-English-speaking countries performed the same or better 

for video texts A and B, where the topic (deaf education) is known and there is less English 

mouthing, and where either more depiction or more gestural signs is evident. IS signers 

employ a large amount of English mouthing in C and E, and the presenters in C, D, and E 

incorporate the most ASL recognizable signs.   

6.2.2.3 Summary of Structured Content Questions  

 Results from participantsô answers to content questions about each presentation 

demonstrate an average performance of 62% across all participants, with Czech and U.S. 

participants scoring above the average, Australians scoring at the average, and Brazilian and 

Japanese participants scoring below the average. There are also significant differences in the 

type of information understood from expository IS presentations. Findings indicate that the 

62% average comprehension is heavily weighted in more global information rather than in the 

lecturerôs points and details.  

 While global comprehension of discourse goal and pragmatics (formality, setting, 

audience) are somewhat successful (78%), evidence shows that audience members glean a 

reduced amount of main point information (57%) and a substantially limited realization of 

discourse details (48%).  In addition, when participants rate their comprehension of different 

IS presentations, their actual performance on this measure of comprehension does not always 

align with their subjective ratings. Many participants rated their understanding of Video 

segment B2 (with increased amount of non-linguistic, gestural sign types) higher than other 

presentation videos, yet average performance on content questions was only 54.9%. 

Participants performed better on questions from presentations where they have familiarity 

with the topic. This suggests participants believe certain highly visual characteristics of an IS 

lecture make it easy to understand, but measures of content understanding can contradict this 

subjective experience.  Audience members who attend a presentation may expect to 

understand nearly 100% of content and even if not all of the information is fully understood, 

at the very least nobody expects to glean only 62% of the lecture material. Findings are 

significant here because when attendees watch an IS lecture they may think they are 

comprehending more than they actually are, because understanding global information and 

some main points may create the illusion of fuller comprehension.  
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 Varied linguistic and sociolinguistic factors beyond country cohort group appear to 

impact understanding of IS lecture content. Knowledge of fully-lexical signs in IS is another 

measure of comprehension discussed in the next section Table 32 in the previous chapter 

(§5.4) shows 45 high frequency IS signs selected for inclusion in the comprehension test. This 

part of the comprehension test measured lexical semantic identification, and participantsô 

responses were totaled into a percentage score. In addition, from content questions and retell 

task, participants were tasked with identifying finger-spelled words and numbers from IS 

presentations. This section reports on overall scores for lexical, fingerspelling, and number 

identifications. 

6.2.3 Lexical Identification Task 

After answering content questions for each video, participants were asked to identify 

lexical signs and give what they believed to be a semantic equivalent in their own language. 

Forty-five (45) high frequency IS signs that appear in the video clips were shown, including 

the recurrent conventional gesture of  ñthumbs up.ò This is an emblem that would be 

recognizable to people who do not know a SL, and at the same time is listed as a conventional 

Auslan sign. Also included is the most recurrent depicting sign, DSS(GC):SMALL-

AMOUNT. Both of these signs are quite regular in the expository IS data, and were therefore 

included in the lexical identification task.   

In addition, 12 fingerspelled words or acronyms were extracted from the IS video 

samples for participants to identify, six after immediate re-viewing and six after several 

minutes in delayed recall. Seventeen (17) number identifications were also included in this 

lexical identification task; these were dispersed among the content questions (delayed recall) 

or in the Video D text retell task (immediate recall).   

Results for lexicon, number, and fingerspelling comprehension performances are 

shown in Figure 57. Average scores on the identification of numbers and fingerspelled words 

includes immediate recall and delayed recall. Lexical identification scores across all 

participants averaged 74%; numbers averaged 50%, and fingerspelling 43%. 
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Figure 57 Lexicon, Fingerspelling, and Numbers: Average comprehension across 

cohorts 

 

6.2.3.1 Lexical Identifications by Cohort and Item 

In terms of understanding individual lexical signs, both the Brazilian and Japanese 

participantsô mean scores resulted below the average, at 68% and 60 % respectively. The U.S. 

mean score was the highest at 86%, with Australian and Czech participants slightly less, 

averaging 78% and 77% respectively.  

Average lexical comprehension for each country cohort is shown, and the range of 

scores within and across each cohort indicates varied success. Japanese participants exhibited 

39-84% (Range = 45) understanding of IS lexical signs, Brazilian participants ranged from 

50-86% (Range = 36), the Czech Republic group range was 50-100%, (Range = 50), 

Australian lexical ID scores fell between 61-100% (Range = 39), and the U.S. cohort scores 

were between 77-95%, (Range = 18).   

Twenty-two out of the 45 high frequency lexical items in expository IS are 

recognizable citation ASL forms. This would explain the narrower range of scores by U.S. 

participants, and deviations that are mostly higher than for all groups. Since ASL users would 

understand almost half of the signs, a stable base of correct responses was the foundation to a 

smaller number of lexical identifications to be successfully made.  Two participants (one from 

Australia and one from Czech Republic) identified all 45 signs correctly. They were among 

the top six participants who demonstrated the greatest understanding of expository IS lectures 

(see further discussion below in §6.3.1).  



Chapter 6 Study Two: Comprehension  

 

 216 

Variation in comprehension of the remaining lexical IS signs warrants further 

discussion, considering other factors across language groups. Some of the comprehension test 

participants are familiar with ASL or BSL (or Auslan) to some degree. L2 knowledge of 

contributing foreign forms in expository IS likely influenced improved comprehension on 

content question scores. This and other linguistic and sociolinguistic variables are taken up in 

the analysis of variables in section 6.5. 

Many of the signs in this assessment are also listed as conventional IS lexical items in 

one or more publicly available IS resource dictionaries. Participantsô average scores for each 

of the 45 IS signs from §5.4 are shown below in Table 41. The sign number in the first 

column is associated with the formôs comparative rank frequency of all signs in this list. 

Highlighted scores indicate where the frequently occurring IS sign is also a shared citation 

form-meaning pair in the country cohortôs NSL.  
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Ἑ = variation on parameter and/or homophone to another sign with related meaning 

Highlight  = cohortsô NSL sign is a shared citation form-meaning pair  

 

Table 41 Lexical identification scores: Grand mean by lexical item and cohort 

 

  

Each of the signs had been seen in the IS usage context, having been used regularly by 

several presenters. There were a number of factors behind whether or not the meaning of 

some signs were correctly identified, besides simply knowing its usage in IS. At times, a sign 
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was correctly identified because: a) it has a shared cognate in the participantôs SL or b) iconic 

features of the sign make the referent and thus the meaning transparent to the observer. 

Otherwise, a sign was simply not known or it was incorrectly identified because: a) the sign 

has an exact shared form in the participantôs SL but the meaning is not shared or b) one 

parameter of the IS sign is slightly different from an otherwise similar form in oneôs NSL and 

the meanings are different. In the latter case, the IS sign is sometimes mistaken for the NSL 

sign.  

Because there are a large number of IS forms that are the same in ASL and Auslan, 

participants from these sign language origins easily identified them; however, there were 

times that these were doubtfully realized. As participants knew they were watching 

presentations in IS, they were aware of the óforeignò nature of the signing system. When signs 

from their own NSL were shown in the context of the IS segment, a few times the response 

was tentative. For example, an Australian participant did not immediately recognize the 

Auslan sign HAVE when first shown. He was doubtful, weighing two possible meanings: ñto 

haveò or ñto grabò and eventually chose the correct response. Participants were actively 

looking for iconic cues with unrecognized forms by ascribing them gestural features and even 

questioning forms that, in their own NSL, would be easily recognizable. The context of the 

symbolic unit confounded what otherwise would be a relatively straightforward understanding 

of the symbol in oneôs own NSL. Another example of this arose when an Auslan native signer 

viewed the IS sign CONNECT, which is the same sign in Auslan. The participant struggled to 

identify the sign, stating, ñI would need to see the signs that came before and after that one.ò 

Participants observing IS presentations seem to integrate the forms differently from how they 

process discourse in their NSL, mainly from the contextual knowledge that they are attending 

to a mixed language system. Additional research on processing differences between NSL 

reception and IS or other contact language reception is needed to verify this intuition. 

In several cases, an IS sign resembled a similar form in the participantôs NSL, but the 

semantic structure associated with the form in IS form was wrongly identified for the 

semantic structure of the form known in oneôs NSL. Examples of this misunderstanding 

occurred with the IS sign BOY (which is a borrowed ASL sign). For the Japanese cohort 

members, BOY resembles the JSL sign [COPY]. Also the IS sign WORLD(GEST) resembles 

the JSL sign meaning ñeverything.ò The IS sign NOW(ASL) was at times mistaken for the 

JSL sign ñstudyò or óschool.ò This type of misunderstanding occurred for participants in all 

country cohorts. The IS sign for INTERPRETER(WFD) was mistaken by a U.S. participant 

for the ASL sign COOK, and the Auslan sign HAVE was thought to be the LIBRAS sign 

meaning ñaccept.ò In JSL the sign UNDERSTAND is the same form for the IS (and Auslan) 
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sign WANT (Figure 58). Four of the Japanese participants miscued on this sign, three of 

whom gave the JSL meaning for it.  The fourth guessed it to mean ñbody,ò going on gestural 

instincts and knowing she was watching a foreign type of signing.   

   

IS Sign WANT(AUS)   JSL sign UNDERSTAND 

Figure 58 IS sign WANT/ JSL sign UNDERSTAND 

 

An example that illustrates misunderstanding from a parameter difference between IS 

sign and a similar NSL sign is the IS fully-lexical sign, COUNTRY(WFD). It is 

conventionally used in IS and is listed in WFD International Sign resources (Figure 58). Its 

form is a BENT5 handshape  articulated in one-to-three different spaces in front of the 

signer to indicate one country or plural countries. This sign prompted the meaning ñgroupò 

for more than half of the Czech participants. They did not specify its meaning as ñcountryò or 

ñcountries.ò The Czech SL sign for GROUP uses the same dominant handshape, but it is 

articulated onto the back of the upheld flat palm of the non-dominant hand (similar to the 

Auslan sign CAKE). 

These examples underline how the productive nature of SL lexicons permits the same 

symbolic form to be a substantive lexical item for one SL user (a conventional sign with 

established meaning in their NSL), while for others it remains complex and more schematic, 

prompting a much wider range of meanings, but nonetheless potentially similarly motivated. 

For the example shown in Figure 59, the sign may be an established form among IS users but 

it also is a depiction that could prompt other meanings to IS audience members.  



Chapter 6 Study Two: Comprehension  

 

 220 

 

Figure 59 COUNTRY(WFD)  

 

Although the sign COUNTRY(WFD) is conventionally used to mean [COUNTRY] or 

[GEO-POLITICAL GROUP] among deaf people who know and use IS, the form is also one that 

might be used as a depiction in any number of NSLs. The productive placement or movement 

of the signôs handshape, BENT5, allows for numerous less-specified referents. The 

depicting sign DS(Bent5) is more schematic, and might indicate a size or amount of some 

object(s), or a location of such object(s). Although the semantics of ñgroupò is related in some 

sense to the semantics of ñcountry,ò a group is a collection of people or things ð a slightly 

different semantic concept than a group defined by national borders. Such depicting forms 

allow for rich meaning construction across SLs that use these productive forms, yet 

convention and context impact their effectiveness because the more specific meaning is 

intended; however, only a vague meaning is construed. 

Another interesting example is the ASL sign CAN, which occurs often in expository 

IS at all times meaning ñableò or ñcan.ò Not only does the sign look like the Auslan sign 

CONFIRM
43

 [OFFICIAL APPROVAL], it resembles another ASL sign, YES. There are nuanced 

differences between the two forms, but they share partial conceptual semantic structure such 

as ñpositiveò and ñaffirming,ò but the form CAN in IS is used the same way as its lexifier 

language, ASL. Several participants from the Czech Republic, Brazil, Australia, and Japan 

viewed the sign CAN and gave the meaning as YES or CONFIRM. For native users of ASL, 

the signs CAN and YES employ the same handshape but are differentiated in two ways. CAN 

is a two-handed S-handshape  sign (citation version) and moves strongly downward one 

time, where YES is typically one-handed ñSò articulation with single or repeated movement 

(resembling a head nodding). The iconic ñhead-noddingò image may prompt meaning, and if 

not, for a non-native, the phonological miscue can lead to misunderstanding of a sign or word. 

                                                      
43

 url:  http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/words/confirm-1.html 

http://www.auslan.org.au/dictionary/words/confirm-1.html
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This miscue in a contact situation is easy to make, much like when an American hears an 

Australian English user pronounce a word with a different-sounding vowel or consonant and 

miscues the entire word.  

Results in Chapter 5 described two examples of IS signs that occurred several times in 

the dataset and had the potential to be iconically misleading forms to which some participants 

incorrectly ascribed iconic properties. The sign PROJECT(WFD) (Figure 40 in §5.2.8) is a 

fully-lexical sign in IS that was used by all presenters in the dataset. It appears to mimic the 

movement of grasping a handle and cranking it alongside an upheld flat non-dominant hand; 

much in the way one might handle a movie projector. A majority of people did not correctly 

identify the sign, with an average of only 18% of participants correctly doing so. The few who 

did recognize it reported some familiarity with IS. The sign is an interesting example of an 

arbitrary sign that is lexicalized in expository IS.  

In other lexical examples, the forms looked less specified to participants and the 

meaning is guessed at, using iconic interpretation. Returning to the example IS sign 

COUNTRY-PL, a Czech participant commented that it looked like a depicting sign that 

handles some entity, where someone might be turning different knobs, like water taps, but she 

knew it didnôt mean this. This is another example where iconic motivation causes confusion 

in this mixed language contact system. Other depiction-like sub-lexical features hinted that it 

might represent a series of groups, such as deaf associations. The usage and meaning of this 

sign is quite conventional in the IS data, where it means either ñcountryò or ñcountriesò or at 

times ñregions,ò when articulated with repetition and slight location modification. Audience 

members who are not familiar with some of the conventional lexical signs in IS would 

struggle to understand specific meaning, with iconic interpretation not necessarily providing 

sufficient or correct information. 

6.2.3.2 Fingerspelling Comprehension by Item and Cohort 

Understanding of fingerspelling and numbers in IS was also mixed, with much less 

success by all participants. Poor comprehension of these elements is not surprising and is 

already alluded to in a study of interpreted IS (Locker-McKee & Napier, 2002); however, 

Rosenstock found that fingerspelled items were understood at a rate of 73% accuracy in her 

test items that targeted fingerspelled words (2004). Findings here indicate otherwise: 

fingerspelled items were recognized with much less success, ranging from 23- 66%. The 

average scores for all cohort groups are summarized in Table 42. Results indicate that 

immediate response to fingerspelled targets was, on average, 56% correct, and delayed recall 

of fingerspelled words averaged 24%. 
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 Table 42 Results of fingerspelled word identifications 

 

Fingerspelled word identifications were asked in two formats ð immediate and 

delayed recall. The immediate identifications were made either after being shown the 

fingerspelled word during the lexical identification section of the comprehension test, or as 

they appeared in the main idea retell task for Video D. Delayed identifications were asked in a 

delayed recall during the interview questions about details from Video E and Eô. These were 

the name of the colleague mentioned by the IS presenter in Video A, and a list of English-

based names of Boy Scout age groups given in Video E.  

Due to a difference in the load on working memory in discourse processing for these 

different comprehension tasks, the results are separated under the headings ñimmediateò and 

ñdelayed,ò recall fingerspelling. Recall comprehension of these five fingerspelled words was 

unsuccessful for all but one U.S. participant, although one of the Australian participants 

correctly identified four out of the five. Several participants from Japan, Australia, and the 

Czech Republic commented on the challenge to recognize fingerspelled words that were 

borrowed from English and using a spelling system that is different from their NSL 

fingerspelling system. 

 U.S. and Brazilian participants had more success understanding the fingerspelled 

words in the test content, since both of their NSLs use a similar, one-handed fingerspelling 

system prevailing in expository IS. Also, all of the fingerspelled words were loan words from 

English; therefore, participants with little to no knowledge of written English were at a 

disadvantage with comprehending fingerspelling. In IS, the letter T is the form seen in DGS 

and resembles the letter G in ASL (Figure 60). This caused a misunderstanding for the U.S. 

participants and several others who are familiar with the U.S. one-handed fingerspelling 
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system. These participants were unable to recognize the fingerspelled word, T-O-K-Y-O; 

several of them guessed a nonsense word ñG-O-K-Y,ò or ñG-O-K-Y-O.ò All of the Czech 

participants and a few from other cohorts recognized the IS ñTò letter and were successful in 

using closure to recognize the fingerspelled city name, Tokyo. Several identified the word, 

being accustomed to the IS fingerspelling system form from experience. Interestingly only 

one Japanese cohort member recognized the fingerspelled word for their capital city. In 

addition to the fact of JSLôs vastly different fingerspelling system from the one-handed IS 

system, this is likely due to the fact that JSL has a conventional sign for TOKYO, which was 

also used in the IS video text viewed. 

 

a)        b)    

 Figure 60 a) IS letter T (from DGS) and b) ASL letter G 

 

Participants had more success in recognizing shorter fingerspelled words, whether 

they knew what they meant or not, such as the acronyms for W-F-D, and J-I-C-A. Most 

everyone identified the acronym for World Federation of the Deaf; however, only a few of the 

Japanese cohort participants knew the full words represented by the acronym for Japan 

International Cooperative Agency (JICA). The sign for WFD for some time has been the 

lexical sign INTERNATIONAL(WFD)(Figure 61), but the influence of English contact 

seems to have introduced the fingerspelled variant by using the English initialized acronym 

for the organization. The sign in Figure 61 is included in the 45 lexical identifications. 

 

 

Figure 61 Sign meaning WFD or INTERNATIONAL  

  

 Other trends in the fingerspelling results are seen in all participantsô inability to catch 

the name of a person introduced in Video A. A colleague by the name of Dr. Fellinger is 
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mentioned by the IS presenter, but the fingerspelled name was articulated very quickly such 

that even the native ASL signers, who might have been able to catch the name, were unable to 

do so. There was no other available contextual knowledge (e.g., being at the conference, or 

having access to written supplemental materials) to provide cues to the doctorôs name. Speed 

of fingerspelling in IS presentations, as well as length of the fingerspelled word are, therefore, 

factors in comprehension by audience members, especially when context is not sufficient to 

support understanding. 

 Lastly, it was also evident in the results that participantsô responses to delayed 

questions about fingerspelled information (delayed recall from content questioning) were less 

accurate, most likely due to working memory and short-term memory limitations. Words or 

acronyms may not have been fully processed in cognition, especially if the word was 

unfamiliar. Participants who viewed NSL versions of Video D and E (Dô and Eô), in most 

cases performed much better on fingerspelled identifications. These comparisons between IS 

and NSL performances are discussed further in Ä6.2.5, ñComparing measures of IS 

comprehension to NSL comprehension.ò 

6.2.3.3 Number Comprehension in IS 

 As with fingerspelled items, number identifications were elicited from two formats: 

immediate recall as they appeared in the main idea retell task for Video D and also in a 

delayed recall during the interview questions. Number recognition was similarly low (range 

35-66%). The trend here is shown by results in Table 43. Single-handed, iconic numbers such 

as four (4) and twenty-two (TWO-TWO) thousand were more easily recognized than other 

complex numeric forms that appear in IS discourses. 
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Table 43 Results of number identifications 

 Number signs are varied across different SLs, and this impacts comprehension of IS 

numeric forms. This is because as a developing SL becomes more conventional, the numeric 

representation system changes from being iconic to more complex and abstract (e.g., the 

development of Nicaraguan SL; Katseff, 2004 cited in Rosenstock, 2004). In addition, the 

more iconic approach to holding up fingers to symbolize numeric information in IS requires at 

times some quick mathematical calculation. For example, the sign for 8 typically involves 

holding up five fingers on one hand and three on the non-dominant hand. Numbers more than 

10 involve flashing all 10 fingers then following quickly with the next several fingers, e.g., 

TEN +  FIVE, or TEN + EIGHT.  The number signs that presenters use in IS show some 

variety as well, with incidental NSL influence appearing in an IS presenterôs lecture, such as 

with the number 3 (thumb, index, and middle finger) as opposed to the 3 (index, middle, and 

ring fingers). The former looks like 8 in Auslan/BSL. In some Asian SLs the numerical 

handshapes are different from what are seen in the American numeric handshape system and 

in IS conventions. In fact, the JSL number 7 is the same form as Auslan/BSL 8 and ASL 3. 

The JSL number 8 is the same form as Auslan/BSL 9. This added to some of the 

misunderstandings with numerical identifications (Figure 62 a and b). 
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 a) Three (3) handshape in ASL;      b) Eight (8) in JSL; 

Eight (8) in Auslan/BSL/CZSL; Seven (7) in JSL      Nine (9) in BSL/Auslan 

    

Figure 62 Examples of numeric signs not always transparent across SLs 

 

 Results of number recognition in IS discourse are slightly lower for recalled numbers 

than for immediate retell (from Video D). Again, this is likely due to cognitive processing 

effects and working memory. Correctly recalling the five Boy Scout age groups given in 

Video E was problematic for many participants, even when these details were articulated 

slowly. Those who viewed the NSL versions, Videos Dô and Eô, in most cases were better 

able to recall the number details given in their own NSL. Again, comparisons between IS and 

NSL performances are discussed further later in §6.2.5. 

6.2.3.4 Summary of Lexical Identification Task 

 Results from the lexical identification section of the IS comprehension assessment 

indicate that lexical understanding by different IS audience observers is borderline successful, 

with average comprehension on this measure at 70.8%. The lowest score was 35%, and the 

median 72%. Comprehension of IS lexicon is mainly due to the observerôs familiarity with 

the IS conventional lexical form. Otherwise, the sign may be a cognate from the observerôs 

own NSL, or a transparent, iconic form. Unfortunately, iconicity does not always aid 

comprehension of a lexical sign, and there are some forms that are opaque to people who are 

not accustomed to using this IS contact system.   

 Differences across SLs number and fingerspelling systems impact what is 

understandable in expository IS lectures. Findings show that, contrary to Rosenstockôs results, 

fingerspelled loan words (often English-based) are not well understood by diverse observers. 

For immediate recall, fingerspelled words are correctly identified 56% of the time, and even 

less so after a short delay ð 24%. Only participants who share a similar one-handed 

fingerspelling system performed relatively successfully on these identifications. Numbers are 

similarly difficult to identify, with an average performance score of 51% (immediate) and 

48% (delayed recall) across all participants. Shorter fingerspelled words and only iconic one-

handed counting numbers are more easily understood by a variety of potential audience 

observers of an IS lecture. 
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6.2.4 Retell Task Performances on Video D 

The next comprehension test element involved a retell task of Video D, which 

evaluated comprehension by asking participants to restate discourse information from an IS 

presentation. This measure assesses the understanding of discourse idea units from an IS 

presentation text and compares retelling performances from NSL versions of the same 

presentation information. This was done by showing a series of consecutive, 10-20 second 

segments of an IS presentation (Video D) to half of the participants in each country cohort. 

The other half of the participants watched a NSL version (Video Dô).    

A content analysis of IS Video D resulted in the identification of 58 idea units for the 

scoring rubric. When the NSL translated version (Dô) did not equivalently align with all 58 

propositions in the source text, the rubric was adjusted. It was also expected that a participant 

would not obtain a perfect score retelling all of the propositional idea information from the 

source video, due to test fatigue and potential working memory differences in participants. Of 

interest in this assessment was the difference in the average amount of content retold between 

those who viewed the IS lecture and those who retold from the same content in their NSL. 

Table 44 reports results of this comparison, and outlines participant performances by 

country cohort group. Across all participants, the average number of discourse idea units 

retold from the IS presentation text is 29 out of an average 55 idea units (53%). The number 

of units retold from the NSL versions is 42 (78%). With an average of 14 more idea units 

retold for those viewing the NSL text, the mean difference is 24%.  

 

Country Cohort   

(Total Idea Units) 

Avg. Idea   

Units IS (%) 

Avg. Idea Units 

NSL (%) 

Difference Diff. %  

Japan (51) 30 (59%) 39 (76%) 9 18% 

Brazil (55) 24 (44%) 33 (60%) 9 16% 

Czech Republic (56) 27 (48%) 45 (80%) 18 32% 

Australia (57) 32 (56%) 45 (79%) 13 23% 

United States (57) 34 (60%) 52 (91%) 18 31% 

Average         (55) 29 (53%) 42 (78%) 14 24% 

     Table 44 Comparing amount of retell information from IS and NSL 

 

Some cohorts retold as much as 32% more information from their NSL text than from 

the IS text, while the smallest differences are seen in the Brazilian and Japanese cohorts at 

16% and 18% respectively. The Brazilian cohort performed lower than other groups on both 

IS and NSL retells. It is unclear whether the smaller gap means the group on average 

understood more IS content or that they did not understand the NSL version as well as other 

groups. It is possible that the quality of an NSL interpretation varied between country cohorts, 
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since the interpreter was not consistent across all NSL versions. In fact, the subjective rating 

of the Video Dô NSL  (LIBRAS) version was the lowest (avg = 4.0) among the other NSL 

versions. This suggests that they did not understand the NSL version as well as the other 

groups did.
44

 At the very least, the cohort results indicate only that there is some improvement 

in understanding as demonstrated by more idea units retold, which is consistent with results 

seen in the other four cohorts.  

Also, recall that the NSL version of Video D for the Japan cohort was the only one 

that was not a translation and that the IS was rendered by a JSL native signer (as noted in the 

methodology). It is likely one reason that Japanese participants retold more than the average 

number of idea units (59%) from IS and the gap between NSL and IS retell scores is smaller. 

All other groups viewed a translated version created by a professional interpreter. 

Besides the unique translation available for and used for this group, the reader is 

reminded that Japanese participants rated the IS text presenter in Video D higher on average 

than other cohort participants. In other comprehension measures, the Japanese participants 

were at a disadvantage and had the lowest average results (lexical identifications, numbers, 

fingerspelling, and content questions). In the retell task, despite experiencing the IS 

presentation as slightly more understandable, this moderate difference in content retell 

performance between IS and NSL for the participants suggests that it was an advantage for 

Japanese participants to view IS presented by a JSL native signer. The advantage, however, 

merely levels the IS comprehension playing field, and still only an overall average of 53% of 

information was retold from IS versus 78% from oneôs NSL. 

Upon closer analysis of participants individually, there were several strikingly 

different performances within each cohort. The results were polarized in that they participants 

showed much better comprehension or they did not understand IS much at all. In each cohort 

group there were participants who had travelled to a few other countries and met other deaf 

people; some participants reported they use IS regularly, and some not much or not at all. 

These participants were spread across the two treatment groups (IS versus NSL retell) and 

were randomly placed in a way that may have skewed these retell results. In the Japanese and 

Australian cohort, the two participants most experienced with IS were randomly assigned the 

IS retell ð thus raising the average performance for their cohort on the IS retell. The two 

least experienced were both assigned the NSL retell. It is possible that these sociolinguistic 

factors on these performances balanced out the differences between the two treatment groups 

and make the gap appear smaller than in actuality. Given these results, it is reasonable to 

                                                      
44

 During the time allotted to the research, the Brazilian interpreter was also quite ill with a severe 

cold, so this may have had some impact on the translations. 
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conclude conservatively that 24% less content is gleaned from expository IS texts than from 

NSL texts. As one can see from average scores for each group in Table 42, this gap is often 

the difference between successful comprehension of the discourse and relatively unsuccessful 

comprehension, when considering a benchmark of 75%.  

The retell task required participants to restate idea information from the viewed 

segment of the presentation after each pause. A closer analysis of the average response scores 

on each idea unit in the rubric lends insight about types of information that was retold. In 

Appendix L, a comparison between the IS text retell and NSL text retell scores is listed for 

each idea unit. Figure 63 features an excerpt of the first five segments with average retell 

scores.  

 

 

Figure 63 Selected results of IS and NSL idea unit retell (average) scores (% accuracy) 

 

For participants who retold from the same text in their NSL, more of the discourse 

ideas were included in their retell than for their colleagues who viewed the IS original 

version. It also appears that more details are conveyed from oneôs NSL given the large 

differences in segments 1c, 3c, 4a, 5b, and 5d. Several segments of these retells are discussed 

next, along with discrepancies in participant responses.  

In the first discourse segment, the presenter opens the lecture with a side narrative that 

is not related to his presentation. In Chapter 3, mental space theory was mentioned as one of 

Video	

segment	
Idea	Units Avg	IS Avg	NSL

1a Before	we	start,	want	to	share	something 31 44
1b There	was	an	earthquake	in	Japan 88 100
1c It	happened	March	2011 25 75
1d It	caused	a	large	tsunami 75 94
1e The	damage	was	terrible 50 94
1f A	nuclear	accident	and	power	outage	occurred. 56 94

2a The	world	Deaf	communities	(you)	sent	messages 81 94
2b Asked	if	we	were	ok 69 63
2c Money	and	donations	were	sent 94 88
2d We	want	to	thank	you	for	your	generosity. 94 94
2e This	supports	the	work	of	the	JFD 19 50

3a The	JFD	is	working	hard	to	help	Deaf	people	affected 63 75
3b We	are	making	repairs 31 38
3c Please	continue	to	send	donations. 38 88

4a The	JFD	started	in	1947 25 88
4b Since	then	we	work	towards	4	aims 75 100

5a One	is	interpreter	training 56 75
5b The	second	is	obtaining	legal/human	rights	for	deaf	people 38 75
5c Thirdly	attainment	of	Drivers	licenses	for	Deaf	persons 81 81
5d Fourth,	establishing	more	deaf	(community	service)	organizations 38 69
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the frames assumed in this study, and an example from Video D was given where discourse is 

built up via the prompting of different mental spaces (Figure 4, §3.2.4). The construction is 

shown in Figure 64 again. The first segment in the idea unit rubric establishes a new mental 

space, diverting slightly from what is construed in the initial base space M. Initially, the aim 

of the presentation is to discuss the JFD and collaborative work (as given by the title of the 

Video D), which prompts the audience to construe semantic information (idealized models) 

about lectures, types of audiences, and prior knowledge about the JFD, deaf associations, and 

the idea of collaborating with others.   

    

 

Figure 64 Mental space construction of Video D Segments 1a-1b 

 

Segments 1a-d provide more specific information (signs and semantic material) to 

complete the past event space G. The depicting signs and constructed action in the IS version 

prompt the understanding of the earthquake and tsunami. Because the differences between IS 

and NSL retell are small, this suggests that the signs aided understanding of segment 1b and 

1d. The Japan earthquake was widely known from prior information that had been reported in 

the media for many months. The differences in IS and NSL performance is shown in the 

mention of the nuclear reactor accident (1f), which was indicated by a complex construction 

using depicting signs.  The other, more detailed, discourse elements (1c, 1e, and 1f) were not 

fully realized or at least not conceptually integrated enough to be retold; however, they were 

retold more often by participants viewing their NSL version. The time-aligned sequence of 
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annotations (File Video D; time 2:51- 3:14) for these segments is shown below (shaded 

bottom line denotes the non-dominant hand simultaneous articulation): 

1a  PT:LOC  BEFORE(ASL)  LECTURE(ASL) START(WFD)  PT:PRO3 WANT(AUS) 

         INFORM(ASL) WHAT(ASL) 

1c  PT:PRO2PL  KNOW(ASL)  THREE-MONTH(WFD)  G:ONE-ONE  

1b NS: JAPAN  G(5-SHAKE):WOW  

     DSM(5-DOWN):FLAT-ENTITIES-SHAKE-LIKE-EARTHQUAKE 

     DSM(5-DOWN):FLAT-ENTITIES-SHAKE-LIKE-EARTHQUAKE 

 

1d  SAME(AUS)  DSM(BENT5):CURVED-ENTITY-SWEEPS-AWAY -LIKE-TSUNAMI    

          DSG(B-DOWN):FLAT-ENTITY-EARTH-GROUND 

 

1f  SAME(AUS) ELECTRIC(ASL) DSS(BENT5):ENTITY-OVERHEAD-LIKE-LAMP  

DSS(S):CYLINDRICAL-SHAPED-ENTITY-NUCLEAR-REACTOR   

DSG (S):CYLINDRICAL-SHAPED-ENTITY-NUCLEAR-REACTOR   

 

DSS(B):FLAT-TALL -BOXLIKE-ENTITY   EXPLODE(ASL)   

DSS(B):FLAT-TALL -BOXLIKE-ENTITY    

 

DSM(5-WIGGLE):ENTITIES-MOVED-SPREAD-OUTWARD 

FBUOY:REACTOR 

 

1e    DSM(5-WIGGLE):ENTITIES-SPREAD-OUT-RADIATE    G(5-SHAKE):WOW 

        DSM(5-WIGGLE):ENTITIES-SPREAD-OUT-RADIATE     

 

As one can see from the results in Figure 63, the use of depicting signs to prompt the 

concept of the earthquake and tsunami (1b and 1d) may have been relatively effective for 

those viewing the IS presentation. Yet the established WFD signs THREE-MONTH may not 

have been understood by participants not accustomed to the form-meaning pair. Most 

participants who understood part of the date only retold the number 11 or 2011. Additional 

fully lexical signs construct the message, and some are more iconic than others e.g., 

EXPLODE(ASL) as opposed to ELECTRICAL(ASL).  One gesture provides a visual number 

ONE and ONE (to denote 11), and another, G(5-SHAKE):WOW is a highly occurring gesture 

in IS that acts as a modifier. Uttered alongside the depicting signs before it, the construction 

was translated to mean [THE DAMAGE WAS TERRIBLE]. This is a less explicit piece of 

discourse, yet most participants who viewed the NSL version did retell this idea unit.  

In segments 4a-5d, the presenter signs an utterance that shifts discourse focus back to 

the base space M (the original departure point of the presentation; recall Figure 5 in §3.2.4, 

see Figure 65 below). He utters NS:JAPAN DEAFH(AUS) ASSOCIATION(GEST) 
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DSM(S)PLACE-ENTITY-ON-TOP-OF-OTHER-LIKE-FOUNDATION YEAR(ASL) 

ONE(ASL) NINE(WFD) FOUR(ASL) SEVEN (WFD).  This utterance prompts a new mental 

space (continuing from the base space M with the main lecture aim and topic) with the space 

builder that means [THE JFD WAS ESTABLISHED IN 1947]. It also instantiates a new current 

discourse space: the past event of the JFD founding in 1947. Next, he prompts the meaning 

[SINCE THAT TIME WE HAVE ADVOCATED FOR] with the depicting sign and three fully-lexical 

signs: DSM(5-WIGGLE):OBJECTS-MOVING-FORWARD-PAST-TO-NOW  HIT(ASL)  

WHAT(ASL) IMPORTANT(ASL).  He then introduces several aims of the Japanese 

Federation of the Deaf (JFD) with the use of a list buoy (4) held up in the non-dominant hand. 

(See Figure 65.) The signer points to each buoy (finger) to establish token blends for the four 

aims. These discourse (and mental space) elements are: 1) |interpreter training programs|; 2) 

|improved human rights legislation|; 3) |driving licenses for deaf people|; and 4) |more 

|organizations by and/or for deaf people|. 

Several symbolic units (signs and constructions) that are semantically profiled and 

recognized provide specific detailed elements to the discourse and complete the new mental 

space. When participants do not completely understand symbols such as fully-lexical signs 

from an NSL, they are left with gaps in understanding all of the points or details in the 

presentation.  

 

Figure 65 Video D Past event space 

 

 Many participants who retold from IS did not understand the numeric founding year 

of the JFD; only those who retold from the NSL version demonstrated better understanding of 

this detail. Although the rubric does not distinctly measure the idea of the past establishment 

of the organization, responses by participants indicate they did understand (75%) the list buoy 

(4) (Figure 66) and the elements of the new mental space, which are broadly, four aims.  The 

next series of signs provide more detail about what the four aims are, and require the 
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participant to recognize several borrowed ASL, Auslan, and established WFD lexical items, 

as well as several depicting signs. 

 

     

Figure 66 List  buoy (4) aims of the organization 

 

Results from the IS retell and NSL retell (excerpt in Figure 63 and full results in 

Appendix L) show that some of the discourse elements were realized for both treatment 

groups (81% for both), such as the third aim towards granting driver licenses to deaf people. 

The IS signer articulates an iconic sign STEER-CAR(AUS) and the ASL sign LICENSE, 

immediately followed by a depicting sign, DSS(GC):SHAPE-FLAT-RECTANGULAR-

ENTITY.   If participants did not know the ASL sign, the depicting sign provided a 

description of the object (license) referred to by the fully lexical form. The iconic Auslan 

sign, which enacts the behavior of driving, is also similar in ASL and other SLs, and might be 

commonly recognized as a gesture to non-signers. The form provides context to the depiction 

of the flat rectangular entity describing the shape of the license. 

The other three aims are understood with mixed success from the IS lecture and more 

successfully so from NSL versions. Semantically specific signs in a personôs NSL provide 

familiar form-meaning pairs and enable profiled things and actions to be integrated into their 

cognitive representation and fill mental spaces that are constructed in lecture discourses. 

Shifts of discourse focus were sometimes missed, leading participants to misunderstand main 

points when this occurred. In the example above, where the presenter shifts away from the 

past event space of the prior earthquake to begin discussing the JFDôs work, one participant 

did not make the shift and for the duration of the retell thought that the presenter was still 

discussing the repair efforts after the earthquake, rather than the ongoing development 

towards the four aims and additional text information about leadership training.  

The full summary results (Appendix L) show that several other gaps in information 

between IS and oneôs NSL occurred for participants. Findings from this retell task for Video 

D/Dô demonstrate that IS comprehension pivots on effective recognition of a multiplicity of 
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semiotic symbols, and without sufficient conventional forms (as there are in established SLs) 

participants have varied success cognitively integrating what the IS signer means.  

6.2.5 Comparing measures of IS comprehension to NSL comprehension  

It was expected that participants would comprehend a NSL presentation better than 

one in IS, and this is shown from the retell task of Video D and Dô. Within two other 

measures of IS comprehension, scores for IS versus NSL stimulus Videos D/Dô and E/Eô are 

extractable, hence some additional results contribute to the comparison. Differences in 

comprehensibility ratings of the expository IS texts A-E and the NSL texts (Dô and Eô) align 

with actual performance measures on the retell task and on the content questions. These are 

discussed briefly next. 

6.2.5.1 Subjective Comprehensibility Ratings of IS versus NSL texts 

The first measure of comprehension in this study (see §6.2.1) indicated, not 

surprisingly, that lectures shown in participantsô local NSL were judged more comprehensible 

than IS lectures to a highly significant degree (p Ò0.01).  

The translated NSL versions of IS presentation Dô and Eô were rated as the most 

understandable by all participants, more so than the expository IS presentation Videos A-E 

and specifically more so than the IS Videos D and E (Figure 67).  

 

 

 

 

Figure 67 Average comprehension ratings for all IS and NSL texts 
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Although the results depicted above show differences, for some cohorts these 

differences are larger than for others. The largest difference is seen from ratings by the 

Japanese participants, who judged the IS texts on average almost half as understandable as 

texts in their NSL. The smallest difference is observed in the ratings by the Brazilian 

participants, who rated the IS texts an average of 3.32 and the NSL version an average of 

4.17. There were a small number of participants in each cohort (6-8) and ratings by one or 

two outliers may have impacted the average. Most participants in all cohort groups generally 

rated the NSL video version between 4.0 and 5.0. One of the Brazilian participants rated 

understanding of the translated Video Dô a much lower score of 3.0, which impacted the 

overall average of the cohort. Findings indicate consistently that presentations in oneôs NSL 

are perceived as more understandable than those viewed in IS. 

The above comparison includes all of the IS videos and their ratings with the two 

translated NSL video ratings. By looking at only ratings for IS Videos D & E and comparing 

them with ratings of NSL Videos Dô & Eô across cohort groups, some additional findings are 

noted. Figure 68 indicates that Japanese participants judged the IS presentation by the JSL 

native signer (Video D) as not as understandable as the actual JSL version; however, they 

experienced Video D to be more understandable than IS Video E. This rating is higher than 

the Brazilian and U.S. participants and close to the average rating given by the Czech cohort. 

The Australians rated Video E as nearly as understandable as the NSL version, which may be 

a result of the NSL of the signer in Video E ð an Irish SL native presenting in IS. Both Irish 

SL and Auslan are variants of the same language, BSL. 

 

 

Figure 68 Average ratings of IS texts D & E and NSL texts D' & E' across cohort groups 
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This is contrasted with the ratings by three of the four other country cohortsô ratings for both 

video pairs. The Czech, Australian and U.S. participants all rated Video E as more 

understandable than Video D. The Brazilian cohort rated them almost the same, much less 

understandable than the versions in their NSL. 

6.2.5.2 Comparing Scores for IS and NSL Detailed Content Questions 

Content questions were asked about each video shown to participants, and 

performances on this part of the assessment of IS were reported in §6.2.2. Performance on 

questions about these Videos D/Dô and E/Eô ð different versions of the same content ð 

indicated further evidence of much less equivalence for audience members who attend IS 

presentations than their counterparts who see the same content in their known SL.   

In §6.2.2.1, significant differences were reported about the comprehension of global 

information (78%), main points (57%), and details (46%) in IS presentations. Also, this stark 

difference is shown in comprehension of main points and details from the IS Videos, D and E, 

as opposed to that of the local sign language versions, Videos Dô and Eô. Table 45 shows 

these comparative results. Additionally, there was no significant difference in comprehension 

of global discourse between the two groups (IS and NSL lectures). The fact that differences 

are shown in main point and details further verifies findings about the quality and level of 

information that IS audience members glean. By juxtaposing the comprehension differences 

between the two experimental treatment groups on detailed questions, one sees that some 

groups understand two or three times less discourse information from IS than from their NSL 

ð much of what appears to be main points and details.   

 

 

Table 45 Average detailed and main point question scores for IS versus NSL videos  

 

6.2.5.4 Summary of IS and NSL comparative comprehension 

 From the measures and results reported it is evident that there are not surprising 

differences between comprehension of expository IS lectures and those in a observerôs NSL. 

Not only are IS presentations rated less understandable by participants than NSL 

presentations, but performance measures on a retell task show an average 24% loss of content 

JPN BZ CZ US	 AUS

Grand	

Mean

IS	Video	D	&	E 18% 44% 47% 55% 54% 43%

NSL		Videos	D'	&	E'	 64% 68% 86% 86% 78% 76%
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from IS lectures than by NSL lectures. In addition, the informational content that appears to 

not be fully understood by varied IS audience members are discourse details and main points. 

6.3 Quantitative Data Analysis  

6.3.1 Characteristics of participants who comprehend IS presentations   

 There is an abundance of quantitative data resulting from these comprehension 

measures, as reported above. From these data, it is evident that participant understanding of IS 

presentations is influenced by more than their country and SL origins, and there are some 

trends that align with earlier findings in the Rosenstock study. Several characteristics are 

noted by looking at the demographics of participants who were more successful at 

comprehending IS presentations, as well as analyzing the demographics of participants who 

demonstrated the least comprehension.   

 In Chapter 3, a benchmark of effective comprehension was posed at 75% or better. 

There were six participants who met or surpassed this point of reference on the two main 

measures of comprehension ð the lexical identifications task and content question interview.  

The top third (n=10) performed with a combined score of 75% or higher on the two measures. 

Several of them also scored comparatively higher than others on recognition of fingerspelled 

terms and numbers, and rated IS stimulus videos relatively high compared to the grand mean. 

Comparing these ñcomprehendersò with the lowest scoring third (n=10) indicates 

sociolinguistic factors for comprehending expository IS.  

 The next three tables provide summary information about both groups of participants. 

These are the top 10 who were able to understand IS lectures relatively successfully and the 

lowest-scoring 10 participants for whom IS is not a contact language of universal access. The 

remaining middle third (n=12) of participants scored variably around the average scores. 

None of them demonstrated effective comprehension on the combined comprehension score, 

although they had mixed success with lexical identifications and questions. 

 

 
B 

ratings based on scale of 1-5 (not percentage score) 

Table 46 Average percentage scores for the top third and bottom third of all test 

participants 
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 The differences between the two groupsô scores for each measurement in Table 46 

above are all statistically significant, (p<.05). First, I will discuss characteristics of 

participants who demonstrated successful comprehension of IS lectures (Table 47). One 

notices several similarities among the top-scoring participants. All but one have some degree 

of bilingual knowledge of English, although there is a mix of monolingual NSL users among 

some with knowledge of other SLs. Nine out of 10 have a university diploma, and six out of 

10 were raised by at least one deaf parent. Most of them report using IS (self-reported) at least 

six or many more times per year (or month) and most have extensive travel experience where 

they have met and interacted with other deaf people. Four of these top third IS performing 

participants are native ASL users, while most of the others report second-language knowledge 

of ASL. In terms of primary and secondary education, there are no real trends. Some 

participants attended schools for the deaf where they used SL in the classroom and/or outside 

of the classroom with peers. Two attended mainstream educational programs rather than 

residential schools for the deaf.  

 

Education Codes:  E=High School diploma; F=some university; G= >15 yrs./graduated 

School Codes: M= Mainstreamed; D=Sign in and outside classroom; B= Sign only outside 

classroom 

Table 47 Sociolinguistic characteristics of participants who comprehend IS 

  

 Although most of the study participants experienced a large reduction in 

comprehension of main points and details from IS discourses, the top scoring six (out of the 

10 listed in Table 47) gleaned more main points and details than other participants did. The 

top six performing participant scores on global (87%), main point (83%), and detailed 

information (68%) fell much closer to one another. Although these six participants were 

successful at gleaning information from expository IS, as with all other cohort group members 

main point and detailed information understood from IS Videos D and E (72%) was much 

First	SL

Deaf	

Parent(s) Education		Age	1st	learned	SL School	Info Use	of	IS

Travel	

Experience		(#	

countries) ASL	Knowledge

English	

Knowledge	 #	of	SLs	Known

AUSLAN Y G 0 M SOMETIMES 36 some L2 3

CZSL N G 3 D OFTEN 17 zero L2 1

CZSL Y G 0 B REGULAR 15 some L2 2

ASL N G 2 D SOMETIMES 1 native L2 1

ASL Y F 0 M RARE 2 native L2 1

ASL Mixed F 0 B RARE 1 native L2 1

CZSL N E 4.5 D WEEKLY 8 some zero 3

ASL Y G 0 D RARE 6 native L2 5

CZSL Y G 0 B OFTEN 12 zero L2 1

AUSLAN N G 4 B OFTEN 2 very	little L2 3
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lower than from their NSL Videos Dô and Eô (95%). This group of six were uniquely in a 

position to gain information from IS compared to the rest of the participants in the study. 

 Comparing the above demographics with the sociolinguistic characteristics of the 

lower third of participants (Table 48), one notices that many of the participants performing in 

the lower third report less knowledge of both English and ASL. Another major differences is 

seen in the amount of travel experience and reported use of IS is less frequent. In terms of 

education, all in this lower third are high school graduates, half of whom have attended some 

tertiary education but have not yet completed a university diploma. Most of these participants 

learned their NSL at a young age, although on average it was slightly later than the top third 

performing cohort. Most of these participants attended schools for the deaf where they used 

their NSL in class and/or outside class with peers. 

 

 
Education Codes:  E=High School diploma; F=some university; G= >15 yrs./graduated 

School Codes: M= Mainstreamed; D=Sign in and outside classroom; B= Sign only 

outside classroom 

Table 48 Sociolinguistic characteristics of participants who did not comprehend IS 

 

6.3.2 Analysis of Variables 

In an effort to determine whether factors significantly correlate with comprehension of 

IS, several variables were considered. Participants were grouped by demographic information, 

according to scores on measured aspects of comprehension. A series of analyses were made 

for several independent and dependent factors. Results indicate sociolinguistic patterns that 

correlate with improved IS comprehension and are discussed in this section.  

 The following comprehension measures were of interest: Participantsô subjective 

comprehension ratings of IS videos, their lexical identification scores, IS content question 

scores, and propositional retell scores. These were the established measurements of how well 

a person understands IS expository text. Certain variables were expected to correlate with 

higher scores. Results of a series of Pearson r correlation tests are shown in Table 49 below. 

First	SL

Deaf	

Parent(s) Education		Age	1st	learned	SL School	Info Use	of	IS

Travel	

Experience		(#	

countries) ASL	Knowledge

English	

Knowledge	 #	of	SLs	Known

AUSLAN Y E 0 B SOMETIMES 0 zero L2 1

LIBRAS N F 3 B RARE 0 zero zero 1

JSL N E 20 B ZERO 1 very	little some 2

JSL N E 2 D ZERO 0 some very	little 2

LIBRAS N F 4 B RARE 0 zero zero 1

JSL N E 14 D ZERO 2 some very	little 3

ASL Mixed F 2 B SOMETIMES 2 native L2 1
AUSLAN N E 3 M ZERO 9 very	little L2 4
LIBRAS N F 2 B RARE 0 some zero 2

LIBRAS N F 1.5 B SOMETIMES 0 zero zero 1
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Across the comprehension measurements the analysis indicates that understanding common 

lexical signs in IS does relate strongly with better performance on answering content 

questions and a retelling task.  The grand mean of subjective ratings of comprehension was 

also correlated positively with  the grand mean of participantsô performances on content 

questions.  For the video D retell task, this was also the caseï participants rated their 

understanding of Video D which correlated with their actual performance on the retell task.  

Upon closer analysis however, participantsô rating of understanding did not always correlate 

with their performance on questions (for videos A, B1, Dô) 

Independent Variables 

Performance scores 

Dependent Variables 

(Significance at pÒ.05) 

Correlation (R)  

 

Lexical IDs Score Content Questions R=0.6999;  

p =0.000001̂ 

Lexical IDs Score (on Video D) Retell Task R=0.6544;  

p =0.0059̂   

Combined Score (Video D Lexical 

IDs + Content Questions) 

Retell Task R=0.6144;  

p =0.0113̂   

Subjective IS Comprehension 

Ratings 

Content Questions R=0.7441;  

p =0.00001̂  

Subjective IS Comprehension 

Ratings 

Retell Task R=0.6999;  

p =0.000001̂ 

Subjective Comprehension for 

each Video (A-E) 

Content questions for 

each video 

A:  R= 0.259; p=0.145 

B1: R=0.086; p=0.632 

B2: R=0.624; p=0.000̂ 

C:  R=0.615; p=0.000̂ 

D:  R=0.571; p=0.021 ̂

E:  R=0.600; p=0.014 ̂

Dô: R=0.351; p=0.200 

Eô: R=0.587; p=0.017^ 

^ Positively correlated; Significant at the .05 level  

 

Table 49 Correlation results between performance measures 

  

The amount of sign types, as well as the amount of signs from different origins, were 

also analyzed against participantsô ratings of their understanding of each test video and actual 

performances on content questions. Main effects were investigated and results from these 

analyses showed no significant correlation between linguistic variables of videos and 

participantsô ratings of their understanding of each video; however, there were some 

correlations between linguistic variables (videos that contained more or less gesture, 



  Chapter 6 Study Two: Comprehension   

 

 241 

constructed action, English mouthing, and varied sign origins) and participantsô performance 

on questions. A summary table of correlation and regression findings is shown in Table 50.  

Participants in general performed significantly higher on questions from videos that 

contained more gesture signs (Videos B1 and B2) than those with a moderate amount or much 

less gesture (A, C, and D & E). However, the topic of Video B (both presenters) was 

previously noted to be very familiar to many deaf people; therefore, it is not known whether 

the increased amount of gesture alone, or the familiarity of the topic (or both) influenced the 

higher scores on content questions.  Videos with more or less CA enactment did not have a 

significant relationship to participant comprehension scores ïsubjective rating nor content 

questions.  

 
 

^ The mean differences are significant at the 95% confidence level. 

* ASL native users performed significantly lower on videos with more Auslan and more Gestuno  

signs. 

 

Table 50 Summary of main effects of linguistic factors for IS comprehension 

  

 Other linguistic variables, such as English mouthings and ASL sign origins Auslan, 

and Gestuno signs), were correlated with higher scores on content questions only for 

participants who know English as an L2 (for English mouthings) or who are native ASL 

users. There was no significant difference in content question performances on videos with 

more or less Auslan, WFD, or Gestuno signs for most groups. The exception however, is that 

the ASL natives performed significantly lower on videos with more Auslan and more Gestuno 

signs. It is apparent (and not surprising) that the prevalence of English and ASL in 

international communications benefits understanding of IS for those who know these two 

languages.  

 Table 51 reports on several sociolinguistic characteristics and the relationship of these 

to IS comprehension measures. All results are main effects. Travel experience is a factor in 




