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Developed, complex languages all include lexical terms and/or syntactic structures for expressing people’s internal mental states.  Lexical items like “think” and “feel” respectively label mental and emotional states.  Alternatively, direct speech, marked by changes in the subject and the tense of a clause, enables a speaker to communicate another’s mental and emotional states by conveying them from that person’s perspective.  The expression of such internal mental states depends on such lexical and syntactic devices.
This paper examines the development of such lexical and syntactic devices in an emerging sign language in Nicaragua.  Over the past 25 years, a new sign language has been developing in Nicaragua, as a direct result of the recent formation of a new deaf community.  During this period, with the introduction of successive cohorts of children into the community, Nicaraguan Sign Language (NSL) has become increasingly complex.   Each cohort, once entering the community, learns and builds upon the language input provided by preceding cohort.  Upon reaching adolescence, signers demonstrate a limited capacity to acquire any new, systematized structures to enter the language.  Consequently, the language of today’s younger signers is more complex and systematized than that of older signers, even those adults who have been signing since childhood.  By comparing the language of the younger and older signers today, we can trace the emergence of lexical terms and syntactic structures used to describe internal mental states.

We analyzed narratives elicited from six adult and six adolescent signers (all exposed to NSL since early childhood) using video and picture sequence stimuli designed specifically to elicit descriptions of mental states and communicative acts.  Four videos each depicted a protagonist making a mistake due to a false belief about the current situation.  For example, in one video, a man sets his hat on a shelf behind a chair and sits down to read.  While he attends to his magazine, a child out of view behind him places a stuffed dog on the shelf, displacing the hat.  The man then finishes reading, reaches behind to the shelf, picks up the stuffed dog without looking at it, and (evidently thinking it is his hat), places it on his head.  

Participants viewed each video and then narrated the story in NSL.  If the narrative made no reference to the protagonist’s mental state, the experimenter then probed with a question about the protagonist’s motivation, such as: “Why did the man put the dog on his head?”  Responses were videotaped, and later transcribed, and then coded with respect to the types of lexical items and syntactic structures used to report mental states (such as knowing) and communication events (such as telling).  

Analyses reveal a significant difference between the two age groups in the types of lexical items used to describe the mental states of a protagonist.  When describing a character’s mistake, adult participants referred to the physical causes and outcomes of the character’s mental state, but not the mental state itself.  In contrast, adolescent signers used explicit mental verbs such as THINK and KNOW.  Furthermore, analyses of the syntactic structures reveal a difference between age groups in the complexity of the syntax used to describe mental states.  Although both age groups demonstrate a shift into the protagonist’s perspective, they do so in different ways.  While adult signers limit themselves to enactment from the protagonist’s perspective to convey his actions and emotions, adolescent signers overlay and support enactment with lexicalized signs, enabling them to not merely present the protagonists’ actions and visual emotional states, but to describe and discuss protagonists’ explicit thoughts and beliefs.  The form of these constructions, produced only by the younger participants, is more sophisticated than simple enactment.  By using a more complex syntax, a narrator simultaneously conveys the narrator’s and the protagonist’s perspective. 

Thus, over the course of acquisition of NSL by two cohorts of learners, we can observe changes in both lexical and syntactic domains in expressions of the internal states of others.  The devices used to describe mental and emotional states in NSL are evidently more sophisticated today than they were in the 1980s.  Interestingly, although individuals continue to acquire new words throughout the lifespan, those exposed to language about mental states only in adulthood do not use it themselves when talking about the motivations of others.  The implications of these findings for cognitive and linguistic development will be discussed.


