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Two recent proposals for the description of so-called classifier constructions are Cogill-Koez (2000) and Liddell (2003), both explicitly opposed to an analysis in terms of morphemes. Cogill describes "classifier constructions" as templated visual representations, she sees  them as depictions that defy linguistic description and permit language users to adapt templates to new situations based on visual representation. Liddell, by contrast, distinguishes a linguistic (lexical) and a gestural (spatial) part of the constructions. Cogill-Koez's templates and Liddell's lexemes both underscore the standardization aspect of "classifier constructions", but whereas Liddell describes the standards as language-specific lexemes, Cogill-Koez's templates are more open with respect to culture-specificity or universality. Moreover, Liddell ignores the more productive "classifier constructions" whereas Cogill-Koez uses these as her main argument for talking about visual representation.

In my talk I shall compare the two approaches in an analysis of the signers' descriptions of the boy's movement in three different situations in the frog stories of the Sign Language Classifier Project. The three situations are 

1. the boy's fall from the tree, a fairly standardized fall backwards,

2. the boy's fall from the deer's head into the pond, a fairly standardized fall forwards, and

3. the boy's uncontrolled movement from the rock onto the deer's head, a non-standard "fall" in many respects.

The corpus permits comparison of individual signers' productions within one sign language, constructions across sign languages and even within and across different cultural groupings (Western vs. Eastern cultures). Language-internal similarity and cross-linguistic difference will be strong indications of language-specific lexicalization. By contrast, cross-linguistic similarity rather points to an analysis of "classifier constructions" as templated visual representations, especially if we see some fluctuation in form both across and within languages. However, a comparison based on a closed corpus such as the frog stories faces methodological problems: we need to investigate in great detail restrictions on the meaning and distribution of specific "classifier" signs in order to establish whether they have acquired language-specific lexical status.
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