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Development of NP structures and discourse referencing skill
in spoken Cantonese narratives by deaf/hard-of-hearing
children in a sign bilingual and co-enrolment programme

Felix SZE, Gladys TANG, Tammy LAU, Emily LAM, Chris YIU
Centre for Sign Linguistics and Deaf Studies, Department of Linguistics and
Modern Languages, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
felix_cslds@cuhk.edu.hk

This paper reports on the preliminary findings of a research project that
investigates the development of noun phrases as well as discourse referencing in
Cantonese narratives by deaf/hard-and-hearing (d/hh).

Previous studies on the acquisition of NPs in Cantonese suggest that, for
typically developing hearing children, the syntactic structures of NPs and their
associated semantics are acquired at an early age. Native Cantonese-speaking children
are able to produce different types of noun phrases and classifiers almost error-free by
two years ten months (Wong 1998) and can master the marking of (in)definiteness in
the nominal structure by age three (Au Yeung 2000). In contrast to the early
acquisition of NPs, discourse referencing is mastered at a much later age. Discourse
referencing refers to the means by which referents are introduced, maintained, and
reintroduced in a discourse. It requires the pragmatic knowledge of selecting the
appropriate NP forms to meet the constantly changing communication needs of the
listener (Wong & Johnston 2004). Previous studies on Cantonese and other spoken
languages show that children before the age of ten very often use definite NPs,
pronominals, and even zero forms to introduce new referents into the narratives,
reflecting a general lack of ability to assess the listener’s knowledge of the referents
and code their information status accordingly (Hickmann 2003, To 2006, Wong &
Johnston 2004).

It is a well-known fact that prelingually deaf children show significant delays in
the development of spoken language relative to hearing age-mates (Cole and Paterson
1984, Geers 2006, among others) due to limited access to auditory input. Acquiring
NP structures and discourse referencing skills in Cantonese apparently represents an
even bigger challenge to d/hh children in Hong Kong as they are also exposed to
written Mandarin in school, which differs significantly from Cantonese in terms of the
role of bare nouns and classifiers in encoding (in)definiteness (Cheng and Sybesma
1999, among others). Given that written Mandarin may be far more accessible to them
when compared to spoken Cantonese, particularly for those who do not benefit much

from assistive hearing devices, a question arises naturally: to what extent does written



Mandarin influence the d/hh children’s acquisition of NPs and discourse referencing
skills in Cantonese?

Issues that we would like to address in this research project include:
1. What are the developmental patterns of NP structures by d/hh children as reflected

in Cantonese narratives?

2. To what extent can d/hh children master the pragmatic skills in choosing the
appropriate NP forms to match with the listener’s knowledge of the referents

involved?

3. To what extent can the findings of the first two questions be attributable to the

influence of Mandarin?

The data of this study come from d/hh children who participated in a
story-retelling task. These children are currently enrolled in a sign bilingual
co-enrolment programme in which deaf and hearing students are learning via spoken
and signed languages in a regular school setting. Preliminary observations reveal a
predominance of bare nouns regardless of the (in)definiteness of the referents across
different language age groups. Pronouns, demonstratives and classifiers are rare in
number, some of which associated with errors which are seldom reported in the L1
acquisition literature. Neither is there evidence that these children have mastered the
referential properties of different types of NPs. While influence of Mandarin may
partly explain the erroneous use of bare nouns in definite contexts, it fails to address
the similar prevalence of bare nouns in indefinite contexts in the data, particularly in
subject positions. Hence, the across-the-board bare noun predominance is more likely
to be reflecting an overall delayed development of NP structures rather than solely an

influence from Mandarin.
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A study on the extent of influence of Cantonese shape
classifiers on the perception of object features

Kenny MOK
Research Centre on Linguistics and Language Information Sciences,
The Hong Kong Institute of Education
kyhmok@ied.edu.hk

Emerging results from the recent psycholinguistic studies have suggested that
linguistic elements have impacts on the non-linguistic behaviors of native speakers.
(e.g. Boroditsky, 2001; Imai & Gentner, 1997; Imai & Mazuka, 2007; Malt, Sloman,
Gennari, Shi & Wang, 1999; Saalbach & Imai, 2006; Saalbach & Stern, 2004). Some
of these focused on the influence of numeral classifiers on non-linguistic behaviors
such as speakers’ mental organization of objects (e.g. Imai & Mazuka, 2003; Ji Zhang
& Nisbett, 2004; Mazuka & Friedman, 2000; Saalbach & Imai, 2007; Zhang &
Schmitt, 1998). This paper follows this thread of investigation and studies the
existence and extent of linguistic influence exerted by Cantonese shape classifiers on
native Cantonese speakers’ conceptualization of the object features associated with the

noun referents. Specifically, it addresses two research questions:

1. Do Cantonese shape classifiers influence native speakers’ perception on the
physical properties of noun referents?

2. How extensive is such influence? Does speakers’ background knowledge of
the noun referents have impacts on such classifier effect?

The similarity rating and categorization judgment paradigm were employed to
study the above questions. More than 60 native Cantonese speakers were involved in
the experiments.

The findings of the study have posed further interesting questions on the
theoretical viewpoints on the interrelationship between language and perception, and
specifically on the existence and extent of influence of linguistic elements on

non-linguistic behaviors.
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How to get to HKIEd?

a. HKIEd shuttle bus schedule (to/from University Train Station, HK$3

per trip)
ARSTTRARL (FEAE PR SRR 7)
http.//www.rclis.ied.edu.hk/woc11/pdf/USShuttleSchedule 2011Jan31.pdf

b. KMB route 275 bus schedule (to/from Tai Po Market Train Station)
1o5°1 275 B (e I F D)
http.//m.kmb.hk/tc/result. html?busno=275#startDetail

c. If you are planning to drive to HKIEd, please contact Andy Chin
(andychin@ied.edu.hk) for parking arrangement J[/E | ET;“, ?Sf?]
2 rﬁ?‘ifnﬁ% Andy Chin

d. Other information for visitors ! ﬁ?ﬁ?ﬁ?ﬁ%
http.//www.ied.edu.hk/co/eng/qet to our campus.php
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