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Many studies report that deaf children of deaf parents in acquiring a sign language display similar developmental milestones and errors as hearing child learners acquiring a spoken language. Yet, we observe that there are properties unique to sign language, which beg the question of how deaf children develop such knowledge in the acquisition process. Two of these properties are discussed in this paper: iconic representation and simultaneity in linguistic representation. Does iconicity facilitate acquisition, given the fact that signed language has the propensity for incorporating communicative gestures into the grammatical system? How do deaf children learn to represent linguistic information simultaneously in discourse? Is simultaneity a processing rather than a linguistic issue? These issues are not independent but considered to be related to each other in the acquisition process. Another intriguing research question is what causes the development from some global, iconic, unanalyzed chunks of gestures to the realization that certain sign language grammars can be spatially represented and that there are both manual as well as non-manual articulators to represent different pieces of linguistic information simultaneously. 

The current study attempts to examine these issues in the context of the development of classifier constructions by deaf children of HKSL. Most of the previous studies were couched in Talmy’s conception of motion event and were largely cross-sectional in nature and the subjects’ age ranged between 3 and 13. As classifier constructions are morphologically complex, findings are that a full system was not acquired until late childhood and systematic errors of handshape and movement morphemes were observed (Kantor 1980, Supalla 1982, Schick 1990, Slobin et.al. 2003, Morgan and Woll 2003). Slobin et al. (2003) argued that the construction of so many grammatical components reflecting the different conceptual primitives simultaneously in space was difficult for learners of sign language. For instance, deaf children have to develop knowledge that PATH, the core schema of a motion event, has to merge with other primitives like MANNER, SOURCE and GOAL in its representation.  

In the current study, data were collected from 12 deaf children aged between 6 and 14, and all except one were born of hearing parents. They were students of a local deaf school and developed HKSL only after starting their schooling there. Adult data were also elicited from two native signers for baseline comparison. All subjects were asked to narrate a set of 13 comic stripes. They were given some time to study the comic stripes carefully before narrating the content to a deaf research assistant. The narratives were videotaped individually and transcribed with the assistance of two deaf signers. The results show that initial development was made up of gestures. However, reanalysis of gestures in the acquisition process seems to start with incorporating a particular handshape in the constructions while the movement component is expressed by bodily gestures.  An example is ‘A man slipped and fell.’ One of the subjects adopted a Y-handshape to refer to an upright person but the motion was expressed by tilting his own body backward, depicting a person slipping and falling onto the ground. Another observation is the omission of the non-dominant hand in the articulation of these constructions, it is particularly obvious when the non-dominant hand was required for denoting location such as SOURCE and GOAL. Where the GROUND component assumes the thematic role of PATIENT or THEME, we observe that the chance of omission was low. 

We argue that classifier constructions, being iconic in their visual representation, may pose difficulty in the acquisition process. If prelinguistic gestures precede the development of signed and spoken languages, we would expect that at some point of the acquisition process, certain properties of gestures are grammaticalized into the linguistic system. In the literature, constructions that involve the handle classifiers were observed to develop earlier than the semantic classifiers while the size and shape specifiers were acquired last. These findings are expected because those constructions that involve a handle classifier generally depict how the humans interact with the object they are handling.  However, the question is whether the handle predicates produced by deaf children initially have any linguistic import. We suggest that the handle predicates are initially gestural and do not provide any triggering experience to the development of classifier constructions. What causes deaf children to know that the handshape of classifier constructions is referential and the movement is predicative of the entity that the handshape refers to? We argue that the semantic classifiers provide unique triggering experience to the acquisition of classifier constructions because this referential handshape morpheme serves as the arguments for predication.  Moreover, grammaticalization of the movement gestures is argued to be more difficult than the development of handshape classifiers because deaf children needs to identify specific movement shapes to merge with an appropriate handshape to bring out the predication. The combination of handshape and movement morphemes by the dominant hand allows the deaf children to realize that information may be represented simultaneously. Also, complex movement that involves more than one semantic component like FIGURE + PATH + MANNER is even more difficult at the initial stage because deaf children need to incorporate such information simultaneously into a single articulator. 
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