Spatial language in dialogue: The role of modality in
creating shape-based referring expressions
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INTRODUCTION RESEARCH QUESTIONS

American Sign Language (ASL) and English differ in the linguistic
resources available to express visual-spatial information. We used a
referential communication task (based on Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986) to
examine how signers vs. speakers create referring expressions for novel

* How do different resources for expressing shape impact communication
efficiency?

* How do shape-based referring expressions emerge and evolve across a
dialogue for signed vs. spoken language (ASL vs. English)?
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+ The Director must describe each shape in turn to the Matcher from 1-12.
» The Matcher’s goal is to arrange the shapes to match target order.

Participants
+ 10 pairs deaf native ASL signers
+ 10 pairs native English speakers

METHODS

« Director’s set of 12 shapes was
laid out in a pre-determined
sequence (target order).

- Matcher’s set is identical, but
laid out on a different sequence.
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» Task is repeated 6 times, and each round had a new target order. Matcher Director
Coding: Initial descriptions for each round were coded as:
a) Shape-Specific b) Lexical Labels
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Round
« Description times dramatically reduced over time as participants
mutually accepted referring expressions.

- Description times were longer for ASL than for English, in contrast to
previous results with spatial location descriptions (Emmorey, 1996;
Lane, 1992). Gaze shifting between the shape stimuli and the Director
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+ English speakers began with shape-based labels and switched to lexical labels.

« ASL signers preferred shape-based labels throughout, but use of lexical labels

increased over time.
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» This communication task provides a novel way to investigate the creation, stabilization, and evolution of referring expressions over a short time span.
+ Lexical labels improved communication efficiency over shape-based descriptions for both ASL and English.
+ For ASL, classifier constructions may be less efficient for creating labels for complex objects than for expressing spatial locations.
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