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 Abstract 

 
The search for linguistic universals (and understanding universals in the face of diversity) is one 
of the key issues in linguistics today. Yet the vast majority of the linguistic research has focused 
only on spoken languages. Sign languages constitute an important test case for theories on 
universals and diversity, since a language “universal” only deserves this name if it holds both for 
signed and spoken languages, and languages in a different modality surely have much to teach us 
about the full range of diversity within human language. In this paper I consider three 
morphosyntactic phenomena found in sign languages that have traditionally been assumed to be 
the same as spoken languages but which, on closer inspection, reveal some fundamental 
differences relating to particular affordances of the visual-spatial modality. In order to understand 
these differences in more detail, linguists must consider the multimodal nature of human language 
(including gesture) rather than just the classic linguistic characteristics which are the exclusive 
focus of much work in mainstream approaches to the study of language. 
Keywords: sign language, universal, pronoun, agreement, classifier, gesture 

 
 
1 Introduction 
 
In the early twentieth century, natural sign languages used by deaf communities were 
incorrectly considered by many linguists and other scholars of language either as gestural 
systems that did not display the defining characteristics of language, or as codified manual 
communication systems based on spoken language (e.g., Bloomfield, 1933). William Stokoe 
(1960) was the first to recognise and outline the phonological patterning of a sign language 
(specifically, American Sign Language or ASL). In the 1970s and 1980s, research on ASL 
and other sign languages began to flourish. The main goal of much of the early work on sign 
languages (e.g., Klima & Bellugi, 1979) was to provide much-needed evidence that sign 
languages were ‘real’ languages. One way to justify the linguistic study of sign languages 
was to propose analyses which claimed that they are also subject to the principles and 
constraints of Universal Grammar (UG). A number of scholars found evidence for UG 
constraints in ASL, such as the Wh-Island Constraint, Subjacency, and the Empty Category 
Principle (Padden, 1983; Lillo-Martin, 1991; Romano, 1991). Descriptive research on sign 
languages within non-generative frameworks has, however, always co-existed alongside 
work within UG approaches, with some scholars questioning the notion that signed and 
spoken languages are based on shared universal principles of grammatical organisation (e.g., 
Mandel, 1977; Deuchar, 1984). Recently, Liddell (2003) has used the frameworks of mental 

                                 
* Figures 1a-c are from the BSL Corpus Project data of spontaneous conversations between deaf native and 
near-native signers from various locations around the UK (Schembri, Fenlon, Rentelis, & Cormier, 2014). 
Figure 3 is from BSL SignBank (Fenlon et al., 2014). Thanks to Perry Connolly, Sannah Gulamani and Sandra 
Smith for acting as models for the remaining figures. Some of this paper has been adapted from Cormier, 
Schembri and Woll (2010), which also includes discussion of grammaticalisation of manual and vocal gestures 
in signed and spoken languages. Any errors in the current paper are my own. 
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space theory and cognitive grammar to explore how gesture and sign language are intimately 
related, and to show that this sign-gesture fusion results in some typologically unique 
structures, such as indicating verbs. 

Many sign language linguists accept that sign languages consist of both traditionally 
“linguistic” properties (e.g., that sign languages include symbolic, combinatorial, discrete 
elements and exhibit duality of patterning) together with gestural properties (e.g., gradient 
patterns, such as those found in gestures referring to size). However, those working within 
generativist/formalist frameworks have attempted to fit some of these properties into existing 
UG models, downplaying some of their distinctive characteristics (e.g., Sandler & Lillo-
Martin, 2006). A significant degree of abstraction is required for these frameworks to handle 
gestural/gradient properties of sign languages, and some properties of sign languages have 
not been fully incorporated into such models. Researchers have focussed instead on some of 
the abstract syntactic properties of sign language structures (e.g., Benedicto & Brentari, 2004; 
Sandler & Lillo-Martin, 2006). Some of the structures which have received the most attention 
include pronouns, classifier constructions and agreement verbs. These are the structures I will 
focus on in this paper. 

Before continuing to discuss these constructions, it is necessary to clarify some issues 
relating to terminology. Because the earliest sign language researchers were aiming to justify 
the linguistic study of sign languages, a considerable amount of terminology was borrowed 
from spoken languages. Some of these terms have been more widely accepted than others for 
sign languages (cf. Schembri, 2003). Therefore it is worth remembering that although I will 
use the terms ‘pronouns’, ‘agreement verbs’ and ‘classifiers’, these structures are each known 
by other names, and they overlap with other structures in form and function. Differences in 
terminology and the nature of the overlap contribute to the controversial nature of these 
structures.  

Researchers such as Haspelmath (2007) and Evans and Levinson (2009) have 
previously cautioned against assuming pre-existing categories across languages, even within 
just spoken languages. As we will see here, this is even more important when considering 
language across modalities. 
 
 
2 Pronouns 
 
Pronominal systems have been identified in sign languages at least as far back as the mid-
1970s (Friedman, 1975). Since then, the term ‘pronoun’ has been widely used to refer to 
signs in various sign languages which have the function of personal pronouns – that is, 
deictic/pointing signs which refer to signer, addressee, and non-addressed participants. 
Examples from British Sign Language (BSL) signers are shown in Figure 1a-c. 
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Figure 1a1. Pronominal sign directed to signer, INDEX1 

 

 
Figure 1b. Pronominal sign directed to addressee, INDEX2 

 

 
Figure 1c. Pronominal sign directed to non-addressed referent, INDEXa 

 
Additionally, pointing with an extended index finger as shown in Figure 1 has many 

functions within sign languages. These functions include use as a pronominal, adverbial (i.e., 
locative), and determiner. Locative pointing signs point to a location to refer to that (or some 

                                 
1 As is conventional in the sign language literature, English glosses for signs are given in small caps (e.g., MAN) 
and signs which require more than one English word for translation are glossed with hyphens between words 
(e.g., ICE-CREAM). INDEX is used for pointing, including pronominal, signs. For these and other signs that are 
directed towards or located at particular locations in space, a subscript is used to indicate these locations: 1 for 
the signer, 2 for the addressee, and letters (a, b, c, etc.) for non-addressed participants. Indicating/agreement 
verbs and classifier constructions are glossed with a subscript indicating that the verb moves from the body or a 
neutral location to a location in space (e.g., →b) or from one location in space to another (e.g., a→b). Note that 
the similar glossing conventions for indicating/agreement verbs and classifier constructions are not meant to 
imply similar linguistic analyses. There simply are no standard ways of notating these structures. 
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other) location; these have an adverbial function (meaning ‘here’, ‘there’, ‘in this/that 
location’, etc.). Determiners are linked to nouns and occur within a noun phrase; their 
function includes establishing a location in space for a referent which may or may not be 
referred to later. Demonstrative pointing signs (as subtypes of pronominal signs or 
determiners) point to a location to refer to an object or concept (meaning ‘this’, ‘that’, etc.). 
Pointing signs are often ambiguous between these various functions (Emmorey, 2002; 
Fenlon, Schembri, Rentelis, & Cormier, 2013; Johnston, 2013).  

Most sign language researchers either assume or explicitly argue that pronominal signs 
are distinct from pointing gestures as used by non-signers. There is clearly one way in which 
this is true. Pronominal signs have the same kind of syntactic distribution as pronouns in 
spoken languages, but not of pointing gestures used by non-signers. Pronominal signs serve 
as verbal arguments (as in (1)) and they may substitute for noun phrases (thus (2a) can be 
used instead of (2b) or (2c)). Those working within generative models would argue that they 
are also subject to binding conditions. Thus, it is argued that in sign languages, as in spoken 
languages, a personal pronoun cannot occur within the same clause as a co-referential 
antecedent. A reflexive pronoun would be required instead (Padden, 1983), as in (3).2  

 
(1) Pronominal signs as verbal arguments 

INDEXa NOT-LIKE INDEXb 
 S/hea doesn’t like him/herb. 
 
(2) Pronominal signs substituted for noun phrases 
  a.  [INDEXa]NP NOT-LIKE STRAWBERRY 

 S/hea doesn’t like strawberries. 
  b.  [INDEXa BOY]NP NOT-LIKE STRAWBERRY 

Thea boy doesn’t like strawberries. 
  c.  [YOUNG BOY]NP NOT-LIKE STRAWBERRY 

 The young boy doesn’t like strawberries. 
 

 (3)  Pronominal signs and reflexives 
  a.  FATHER LIKE INDEXa 

 Father likes her/him/it. 
      *Father likes himself. 
  b.  FATHER LIKE SELFa 

Father likes himself. 
      *Father likes her/him/it. 

 
Although there may be cases where pointing gestures are used instead of pronouns in 

spoken languages, it seems that English speakers, at least, do not regularly stop an utterance, 
use a pointing gesture instead of using a pronoun, and then finish the utterance. Instead, 
pointing gestures in non-signers appear primarily to be used as co-speech gestures, i.e. 
simultaneously with speech (e.g., McNeill, 1992; Enfield, 2009).  

Although syntactic distribution makes pronominal signs more like pronouns, there is 
clearly one way in which pronominal signs differ from pronouns in spoken languages and 
that is in the marking of participant roles. Some work on the pronominal system of ASL has 
assumed a three-person system (Friedman, 1975; Padden, 1983; Berenz, 2002; Alibasic 

                                 
2 As noted by Levinson (1987, 1991), whether these patterns result from UG principles or reflect more general 
pragmatic constraints is not clear. 
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Ciciliani & Wilbur, 2006; Meurant, 2008), similar to that found in many spoken languages, 
on the assumption that there is a grammatical difference between the direction of pointing 
and/or the alignment/misalignment of pointing with eyegaze as shown in Figures 1a, 1b and 
1c. This analysis has been considered problematic since there is no finite, listable set of non-
first person forms or location values to which a sign might point (e.g., Meier, 1990; 
Rathmann & Mathur, 2002), and because similar patterns of directionality of pointing with 
eyegaze along with the lisatbility issue have been documented in co-speech pointing gestures 
(e.g., Kita, 2003a). The only potential difference between pronominal signs and pointing 
gestures in terms of participant role marking may be in sign languages which have lexicalised 
a first person plural pronominal sign that is different from what we would expect from a sign 
that points to location(s) associated with its referent(s), such as ASL in Figure 2 (BSL also 
has a similar lexicalised first person plural pronominal sign, slightly different in movement 
and orientation).   

 
Figure 2. ASL pronoun WE 

 

The reason why a first person plural form becomes lexicalised in some sign languages 
(in contrast to the singular) is likely related to the semantics of typical first person plurals 
(i.e., first person plus others versus multiple first persons). So this may be an issue related to 
number/plurality rather than participant role marking in particular. Overall, there is no 
convincing evidence for grammatical person marking in the singular for pronominal signs in 
any sign language described to date. Instead, in the singular, pronominal signs appear to 
index participant roles in ways very much like pointing gestures used by non-signers. This is 
reflected in analyses by Liddell (2000a, 2000b, 2003) and McBurney (2002) who have 
argued that pronouns are composed of discrete morphemic elements (e.g., handshape) which 
combine with gestural elements (e.g., location/direction). 

Other properties such as referentiality, number/plural marking, and grammaticalisation 
patterns are either shared across pronominal signs, spoken language pronouns and pointing 
gestures (in the case of referentiality) or further evidence is needed to determine whether and 
to what extent pronominal signs are more like pronouns or more like pointing gestures used 
by non-signers (in the case of number/plural marking and grammaticalisation). Overall, it 
appears that pronominal signs in sign languages cannot be characterised exclusively either as 
personal pronouns, or as pointing gestures, but instead have characteristics of both. For more 
detailed discussion of these issues, see Cormier (2012) and Cormier, Schembri and Woll 
(2013). 
 
 
3 Agreement 
 
In addition to pronominal signs which have a pointing function, sign languages also have a 
class of verbs which have similar functions. These are referred to as ‘indicating verbs’ 
(Liddell, 2000b) but are more widely known as ‘agreement verbs’ (or ‘agreeing verbs’) in the 
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sign language linguistics literature (e.g., see Mathur & Rathmann (2010) for an overview). An 
example of an indicating verb in BSL is the sign glossed as PAY. In its citation form, this sign 
is produced with a movement away from the signer (see Figure 3). The movement and 
orientation of the dominant hand may be modified so that its movement is directed at 
physically present referents in the space around the signer’s body, or towards locations 
associated with absent referents. Thus, the dominant hand in the sign PAY can be moved from 
a location in front of the signer towards the location of the addressee to mean ‘I pay you.’ To 
represent ‘you pay me’, the orientation of the dominant hand and direction of its movement is 
reversed, moving from the location of the addressee towards the signer’s body.  
 

 

Figure 3. BSL indicating verb PAY  

Padden (1983) first analysed this subset of verb signs as marking person agreement in 
American Sign Language (ASL), building on earlier work by Friedman (1975), Kegl (1977, 
cited in Wilbur (1987)), Fischer and Gough (1978) and Meier (1982). In many descriptions of 
indicating verbs, it is the modification of the initial and/or final location and/or orientation of 
the hand(s) that has been analysed as a morpheme marking person agreement (e.g., Padden, 
1983; Rathmann & Mathur, 2002). The location and/or orientation modifications of the 
citation form’s formational structure have been widely considered to be analogous to the 
various suffixes that mark person and number agreement in spoken languages such as 
Spanish (e.g., yo habl-o ‘I speak’ versus ella habl-a ‘she speaks’). When referents are 
present, these verbs point to the locations of these referents. When referents are not present 
(e.g., with non-addressed participants), Padden (1983) suggested that the particular form is 
dependent on a number of conditions, including that the third person argument is assigned to 
a location in the space around the signer’s body. For example, in the BSL clause in (4), the 
subject argument WOMAN is followed by a pointing sign that is directed towards a particular 
locus, and WOMAN is thus associated with this location in space. The ‘agreement’ is then 
marked in the verb sign SEND, with its initial location associated with the subject locus, 
creating a clause meaning ‘the women sends flowers to someone’. All subsequent reference 
to the subject argument should use the same locus. In this analysis, directing an indicating 
verb from the initial location assigned to the subject noun phrase to some other location (not 
here assigned to a particular object argument) is analogous to adding an person agreement 
affix.  

 
(4)  WOMAN INDEXa SENDa→b FLOWER 

The woman sends the flowers to someone. 
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Liddell (2000b, 2003) has argued, however, that the directionality of indicating verbs is 
often controlled by the real or imagined location of the referent, not by any feature that might 
be construed as a formal or semantic property of a controller noun phrase, which is what 
grammatical agreement entails (Corbett, 2006). Consider the BSL clause in (5). As is also 
true of ASL (Liddell, 2000b), if this were produced in the presence of the referent of the 
object argument in question (i.e., if the actual mother being referred to was standing near the 
signer and the addressee), then the sign ASK→a would begin its movement at the chin and 
move towards the location of the mother standing nearby. We can see that, in this instance, 
the location of the referent of the object noun phrase MOTHER is not a formal nor a semantic 
property associated with the noun phrase itself. It is a transient property of the referent 
(because the mother can move to another location), not of the noun phrase in clause (5). It is 
not the case that spatial modifications of the indicating verb ‘agrees’ with any of the 
linguistic properties of the relevant noun phrase, and it certainly cannot be said that it ‘agrees’ 
with the location of the actual referent herself, as the location of the mother in the real world 
does not form part of the grammar of BSL. 

 
(5)  INDEX1 ASK→a

 MOTHER 
I asked mother (something). 

 
Unlike the example in (4) above, in many instances there is no relationship between the 

locus towards which an indicating verb is directed and any properties of the associated noun 
phrase. In the clause in (5), the specific lexical variant of the sign MOTHER is produced on the 
ipsilateral side of the forehead. The sign ASK→a, however, may be directed to any location 
away from the signer, and not at the location of the sign MOTHER at all. Furthermore, if the 
signer is representing a child asking his or her own mother, then the height of the child’s 
mother in relation to the child may be represented by directing the sign ASK→a

 away and up 
from the signer’s body, as in Figure 3. Thus, the locus towards which the verb ASK→a

 is 
directed here does not reflect any formal property of the associated noun phrase at all (i.e., it 
is not directed to the ipsilateral forehead location of the sign MOTHER), nor any semantic 
properties, given that the height of the individual concerned is not part of the semantics of the 
sign MOTHER (cf. Liddell, 2000b).  

 

 
Figure 4. BSL ASK→a 

 

Other arguments for an agreement analysis centre on the conventionality of 
directionality of pointing behaviours in these verbs.  Aronoff, Meir and Sandler (2000) and 
Meier (2002) suggest that if the directionality of indicating verbs was gestural (as suggested 
by Liddell, 2000b), then one would expect to see considerable variation with respect to the 
locations towards which indicating verbs may be directed. Yet, the directionality of indicating 
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verbs appears to be constrained: for example, the ASL indicating verb GIVEa→b is directed 
towards locations associated with the referent represented by the ‘indirect object’ and 
‘subject’ noun phrases, but not to the location associated with the referent of the ‘direct 
object’ (Aronoff et al., 2000; Meier, 2002; Lillo-Martin & Meier, 2011).  

This argument appears to assume that adult pointing gestures are themselves not 
conventionalised nor constrained in any way. Work on pointing gestures by Kita (2003b), 
Kendon (2004) and Cooperrider (2014) indicate that there are regularities in the use of 
pointing, and that this class of gestures interacts in patterned ways with grammar, culture and 
conceptual structure. Cooperrider (2014), for example, found that the use of body-directed 
pointing gestures indicating the speaker reflects information structure in the co-occurring 
speech, and in some cases appears to interact with the number and case of the accompanying 
pronoun.  

Liddell’s (2000b) alternative analysis is that indicating verbs represent a fusion of a 
lexical element with a pointing gesture. This does not mean that which verbs are indicating 
verbs should be predictable nor that they will not vary cross-linguistically. The way that the 
set of indicating verbs behaves in each language is conventionalised. Liddell (2003) proposed 
that each sign language’s set of indicating verbs and their properties are listed in the mental 
lexicon, and thus they may vary from one sign language to the next. This evidence, along 
with evidence from acquisition, psycholinguistic studies, neurolinguistic studies, work on 
emerging sign languages and grammaticalisation and sociolinguistic variation and change, all 
point toward an analysis which is very different from the canonical notion of grammatical 
agreement proposed by Corbett (2006). Instead, Liddell (2000b) argues, this aspect of sign 
language grammar represents a typologically unique fusion of lexical items and pointing 
gestures that is used for reference tracking. For more detail discussion of these arguments, see 
Schembri and Cormier (under review). 
 
 
4 Classifiers 
 
The term “classifier” is another which has been borrowed from spoken languages to apply to 
a particular phenomenon in sign languages. Specifically, the term “classifier” has been used 
to refer to the handshape element in verbs of motion, location and handling since the 1970s 
(e.g., Frishberg, 1975; Supalla, 1978). These handshapes represent categories of entities 
which have some shared characteristics (e.g., two-legged entity, vehicle, or upright being 
such as STICK-SHAPED-ENTITY-MOVE in Figure 5), or they represent handling or manipulation 
of an object, or the handled object itself, such as HANDLE-FLAT-OBJECT in Figure 6. These 
handshapes are moved or located within the signing space gradiently to represent movement 
and location of the referents (Liddell, 2003).  
 

 
                      MAN            STICK-SHAPED-ENTITY-MOVEa→b 

‘The man moved/walked (from location a to location b).’ 
Figure 5. Entity classifier construction in BSL 
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PAPER                  MAN 

 
HANDLE-FLAT-OBJECTa→b 

‘The man moved the paper (from location a to location b).’ 
Figure 6. Handling classifier construction in BSL 

 
Researchers such as Supalla (1978) originally suggested that sign language classifier 

handshapes resembled classifier morphemes occurring in Athabaskan languages such as 
Navajo (Allan, 1977). More recently it has been shown this comparison is not appropriate, 
primarily because of prior misinterpretation of the Navajo data presented by Allan 
(Grinevald, 2000; Aikhenvald, 2003).  

Schembri (2003) outlines defining criteria of spoken language classifiers, based on 
Grinevald’s (2000) typology, which distinguishes classifier systems from other types of 
classificatory systems. Specifically, Grinevald claims that classifiers are overt morphemes 
which constitute a morphosyntactic subsystem, are semantically motivated, do not classify all 
nouns in the language, and are subject to pragmatic and discourse conditions. Schembri 
(2003) notes that sign language classifier handshapes are problematic for nearly all of these 
criteria. Other researchers have observed this as well, which has led to a wide range of 
terminology other than “classifier” to refer to these morphemes, including ‘polymorphemic 
signs’, ‘polycomponential signs’, ‘depicting signs’, ‘depicting verbs’, ‘depicting 
constructions’ and a range of others. Schembri (2003) concludes that classifier handshapes in 
sign language verbs of location and motion, but not in handling verbs, do share some 
characteristics with verbal classifiers in spoken languages, a view also shared by others 
(Zwitserlood, 2003; Sandler & Lillo-Martin, 2006). Additionally, these handshapes appear to 
be incorporated into typologically unique constructions that involve fusions of categorical 
and gradient properties (Liddell, 2003) and share some features with gesture (Schembri, 
Jones, & Burnham, 2005; Marshall & Morgan, 2014).  For more discussion of these features, 
see Schembri (2003) and Cormier, Quinto-Pozos, Sevcikova and Schembri (2012). 
 
 
5 Gesture and Language 
 
There are many characteristics of sign languages which have strong gestural components 
(Liddell, 2003), including but not limited to pronominal signs, agreement verbs, and classifier 
constructions. The importance of gestural elements in language is, however, not unique to 
signed languages. As well as the examples mentioned above there is a very close relationship 
between spoken language and gestures of the hands and other visible articulators (Kendon, 
2004; Enfield, 2009). The form and function of co-speech gestures differ cross-linguistically 
(Kita & Ozyurek, 2003), and research indicates that speech and gesture develop together in 
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children (Stefanini, Bello, Caselli, Iverson, & Volterra, 2009), as well as in adults learning 
second languages (Brown & Gullberg, 2008). This evidence argues strongly for a united view 
of language and gesture as part of the same cognitive system (McNeill, 1985). When 
language is considered from this multimodal perspective, then what appear at first to be stark 
differences across signed and spoken languages then start to look much more similar 
(Kendon, 2008). 
 
 
6 Conclusion 
 
Here I have raised issues about the use of the terms ‘pronoun’, ‘agreement’ and ‘classifier’ in 
the sign linguistics literature, not to proscribe the usage of these terms, but to echo 
Haspelmath’s (2007) and Evans and Levinson’s (2009) concerns about the use of 
terminology for comparable constructions across languages, and particularly across 
modalities. Where there is initially sufficient evidence to support the borrowing of 
terminology from spoken languages in sign language description, this approach can be useful, 
at least until more detailed analyses become available that argue against such accounts. My 
main point here is to urge linguists to be careful in applying terminology from one 
language/family/modality to another, and to consider the appropriateness and usefulness of 
doing so.  

Additionally, in order to properly evaluate linguistic diversity and possible language 
universals, it is crucial to take a broad view of language as a multimodal system. Gesture 
plays an important role in both spoken and signed languages—if linguists are to take the role 
of sign languages in an understanding of the human language capacity more seriously, then 
this cross-modal comparison requires a more thorough description of the composite, 
audiovisual nature of utterances in spoken language communication. 
 
 
References 
 
Aikhenvald, A. Y. (2003). Classifiers: A typology of noun categorization devices. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 
Alibasic Ciciliani, T., & Wilbur, R. B. (2006). Pronominal system in Croatian Sign Language. Sign Language 

and Linguistics, 9(1-2), 95-132.  
Allan, K. (1977). Classifiers. Language, 53, 285-311.  
Aronoff, M., Meir, I., & Sandler, W. (2000). Universal and particular aspects of sign language morphology. In 

K. K. Grohmann & C. Struijke (Eds.), UMD Working Papers in Linguistics (Vol. 10, pp. 1-33). 
University of Maryland. 

Benedicto, E., & Brentari, D. (2004). Where did all the arguments go?: Argument changing properties of 
classifiers in ASL. Natural Language and Linguistic Theory, 22, 743-810.  

Berenz, N. (2002). Insights into person deixis. Sign Language and Linguistics, 5(2), 203-227.  
Bloomfield, L. (1933). Language. New York: Holt. 
Brown, A., & Gullberg, M. (2008). Bidirectional crosslinguistic influence in L1-L2 encoding of manner in 

speech and gesture. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 30(2), 225-251.  
Cooperrider, K. (2014). Body-directed gestures: Pointing to the self and beyond. Journal of Pragmatics, 71, 1-

16.  
Corbett, G. (2006). Agreement. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Cormier, K. (2012). Pronouns. In R. Pfau, M. Steinbach & B. Woll (Eds.), Sign language: An international 

handbook (pp. 227-244). Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 
Cormier, K., Quinto-Pozos, D., Sevcikova, Z., & Schembri, A. (2012). Lexicalisation and de-lexicalisation 

processes in sign languages: Comparing depicting constructions and viewpoint gestures. Language 
and Communication, 32(4), 329-348. doi: 10.1016/j.langcom.2012.09.004 

Cormier, K., Schembri, A., & Woll, B. (2010). Diversity across sign languages and spoken languages: 
Implications for language universals. Lingua, 120, 2664-2667. doi: 10.1016/j.lingua.2010.03.016 



UCLWPL 2014  11 
 

Cormier, K., Schembri, A., & Woll, B. (2013). Pronouns and pointing in sign languages. Lingua, 137, 230-247.  
Deuchar, M. (1984). British Sign Language. Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul. 
Emmorey, K. (2002). Language, cognition, and the brain: Insights from sign language research. Mahwah, NJ: 

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
Enfield, N. (2009). The anatomy of meaning; speech, gesture and composite utterances. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 
Evans, N., & Levinson, S. C. (2009). The myth of language universals: Language diversity and its importance 

for cognitive science. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 32, 429-492.  
Fenlon, J., Cormier, K., Rentelis, R., Schembri, A., Rowley, K., Adam, R., & Woll, B. (2014). BSL SignBank: A 

lexical database of British Sign Language (First Edition). London: Deafness, Cognition and 
Language Research Centre, University College London. 

Fenlon, J., Schembri, A., Rentelis, R., & Cormier, K. (2013). Variation in handshape and orientation in British 
Sign Language: The case of the '1' hand configuration. Language and Communication, 33, 69-91. 
doi: 10.1016/j.langcom.2012.09.001 

Fischer, S. D., & Gough, B. (1978). Verbs in American Sign Language. Sign Language Studies, 18, 17-48.  
Friedman, L. (1975). Space and time reference in American Sign Language. Language, 51(4), 940-961.  
Frishberg, N. (1975). Arbitrariness and iconicity: Historical change in American Sign Language. Language, 51, 

696-719.  
Grinevald, C. (2000). A morphosyntactic typology of classifiers. In G. Senft (Ed.), Systems of nominal 

classification (pp. 50-92). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Haspelmath, M. (2007). Pre-established categories don't exist — consequences for language description and 

typology. Linguistic Typology, 11(1), 119-132.  
Johnston, T. (2013). Functional and formational characteristics of pointing signs in a corpus of Auslan 

(Australian sign language): Are the data sufficient to posit a grammatical class of ‘pronouns’ in 
Auslan? Corpus Linguistics and Linguistic Theory, 9(1), 109-159.  

Kegl, J. (1977). ASL syntax: Research in progress and proposed research. (Unpublished ms., Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, Cambridge, MA). 

Kendon, A. (2004). Gesture: Visible action as utterance. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Kendon, A. (2008). Some reflections on the relationship between ‘gesture’ and ‘sign’. Gesture, 348-366.  
Kita, S. (2003a). Interplay of gaze, hand, torso orientation, and language in pointing. In S. Kita (Ed.), Pointing: 

Where language, culture and cognition meet (pp. 307-328). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates. 

Kita, S. (Ed.). (2003b). Pointing: Where language, culture and cognition meet. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates. 

Kita, S., & Ozyurek, A. (2003). What does cross-linguistic variation in semantic coordination of speech and 
gesture reveal?: Evidence for an interface representation of spatial thinking and speaking. Journal 
of Memory and Language, 48, 16-32.  

Klima, E., & Bellugi, U. (1979). The signs of language. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Levinson, S. C. (1987). Pragmatics and the grammar of anaphora: A partial pragmatic reduction of Binding and 

Control phenomena. Journal of Linguistics, 23(2), 379-434.  
Levinson, S. C. (1991). Pragmatic reduction of the Binding Conditions revisited. Journal of Linguistics, 27, 

107-161.  
Liddell, S. K. (2000a). Blended spaces and deixis in sign language discourse. In D. McNeill (Ed.), Language 

and gesture (pp. 331-357). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Liddell, S. K. (2000b). Indicating verbs and pronouns: Pointing away from agreement. In K. Emmorey & H. 

Lane (Eds.), The signs of language revisited: An anthology to honor Ursula Bellugi and Edward 
Klima (pp. 303-320). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Liddell, S. K. (2003). Grammar, gesture and meaning in American Sign Language. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Lillo-Martin, D. (1991). Universal Grammar and American Sign Language: Setting the Null Argument 
Parameters. Boston: Kluwer. 

Lillo-Martin, D., & Meier, R. P. (2011). On the linguistic status of ‘agreement’ in sign languages. Theoretical 
Linguistics, 37(3-4), 95-141. doi: 10.1515/ THLI.2011.009 

Mandel, M. (1977). Iconic devices in American Sign Language. In L. Friedman (Ed.), On the other hand: New 
perspectives on American Sign Language (pp. 57-107). New York: Academic Press. 

Marshall, C., & Morgan, G. (2014). From Gesture to Sign Language: Conventionalization of Classifier 
Constructions by Adult Hearing Learners of British Sign Language. Topics in Cognitive Science. 
doi: 10.1111/tops.12118 

Mathur, G., & Rathmann, C. (2010). Verb agreement in sign language morphology. In D. Brentari (Ed.), Sign 
languages: A Cambridge language survey. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 



UCLWPL 2014  12 
 

McBurney, S. L. (2002). Pronominal reference in signed and spoken language: Are grammatical categories 
modality-dependent? In R. P. Meier, K. Cormier & D. Quinto-Pozos (Eds.), Modality and 
structure in signed and spoken languages (pp. 329-369). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

McNeill, D. (1985). So you think gestures are nonverbal? Psychology Review, 92, 350-371.  
McNeill, D. (1992). Hand and mind: What gestures reveal about thought. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 

Press. 
Meier, R. P. (1982). Icons, analogues and morphemes: The acquisition of verb agreement in ASL (Doctoral 

dissertation, University of California at San Diego, San Diego, CA).    
Meier, R. P. (1990). Person deixis in ASL. In S. D. Fischer & P. Siple (Eds.), Theoretical issues in sign 

language research, vol. 1: Linguistics (pp. 175-190). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Meier, R. P. (2002). The acquisition of verb agreement: Pointing out arguments for the linguistic status of verb 

agreement in signed languages. In G. Morgan & B. Woll (Eds.), Directions in sign language 
acquisition: Trends in language acquisition research (Vol. 2, pp. 115-141). Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins. 

Meurant, L. (2008). The speaker’s eye gaze: Creating deictic, anaphoric and pseudo-deictic spaces of reference. 
In R. M. d. Quadros (Ed.), Sign languages: Spinning and unraveling the past, present and future. 
TISLR 9, Forty-five papers and three posters from the 9th Theoretical Issues in Sign Language 
Research Conference (pp. 403-414). Petrópolis/RJ. Brazil: Editora Arara Azul. 

Padden, C. (1983). Interaction of morphology and syntax in American Sign Language (Doctoral dissertation, 
University of California, San Diego, San Diego, CA).    

Rathmann, C., & Mathur, G. (2002). Is verb agreement the same cross-modally? In R. P. Meier, K. Cormier & 
D. Quinto-Pozos (Eds.), Modality and structure in signed and spoken languages (pp. 370-404). 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Romano, C. (1991). Mixed headedness in American Sign Language: Evidence from functional categories. MIT 
Working Papers in Linguistics, 14, 241-254.  

Sandler, W., & Lillo-Martin, D. (2006). Sign language and linguistic universals. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Schembri, A. (2003). Rethinking "classifiers" in signed languages. In K. Emmorey (Ed.), Perspectives on 
classifier constructions in sign languages (pp. 3-34). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Schembri, A., & Cormier, K. (under review). On verb ‘agreement’ in sign languages: Are we missing the point?  
Schembri, A., Fenlon, J., Rentelis, R., & Cormier, K. (2014). British Sign Language Corpus Project: A corpus 

of digital video data and annotations of British Sign Language 2008-2014 (Second Edition). 
London: University College London. http://www.bslcorpusproject.org. 

Schembri, A., Jones, C., & Burnham, D. (2005). Comparing action gestures and classifier verbs of motion: 
Evidence from Australian Sign Language, Taiwan Sign Language, and nonsigners' gestures 
without speech. Journal of Deaf Studies and Deaf Education, 10(3), 272-290. doi: 
10.1093/deafed/eni029 

Stefanini, S., Bello, A., Caselli, M. C., Iverson, J., & Volterra, V. (2009). Co-speech gestures in a naming task: 
Developmental data. Language and Cognitive Processes, 24(2), 168-189.  

Stokoe, W. (1960). Sign language structure: An outline of the visual communication systems of the American 
Deaf. Studies in linguistics: Occasional papers (No. 8). Buffalo, NY: Dept. of Anthropology and 
Linguistics, University of Buffalo. 

Supalla, T. (1978). Morphology of verbs of motion and location. In F. Caccamise & D. Hicks (Eds.), 
Proceedings of the Second National Symposium on Sign Language Research and Teaching (pp. 
27-45). Silver Spring, MD: National Association of the Deaf. 

Wilbur, R. B. (1987). American Sign Language: Linguistic and applied dimensions. Boston: Little Brown and 
Co. 

Zwitserlood, I. (2003). Classifying hand configurations in Nederlandse Gebarentaal (Sign Language of the 
Netherlands). Utrecht University: LOT. 

 
 


