
In this article, we outline the initial stages in development of
an assessment instrument for Australian Sign Language and
explore issues involved in the development of such a test. We
first briefly describe the instruments currently available for
assessing grammatical skills in Australian Sign Language and
discuss the need for a more objective measure. We then de-
scribe our adaptation of an existing American Sign Language
test, the Test Battery for American Sign Language Morphol-
ogy and Syntax. Finally, this article presents some of the data
collected from a group of deaf native signers. These data are
used to demonstrate the range of variability in key gram-
matical features of Australian Sign Language and to raise
methodological issues associated with signed language test
design.

Since the 1980s, Australian federal government recog-
nition of Australian Sign Language (Auslan) as the pri-
mary or preferred language of the deaf community in

Australia has had a significant impact in a number
of areas (Lo Bianco, 1987). One of the most important
has been the growth in the teaching of Auslan as a sec-
ond language. In the last decade, interest in the learn-
ing of Auslan among hearing people has dramatically
expanded. Courses in signed language and deaf studies,
ranging from 16-hour introductory courses to 2-year
full-time certificates in Auslan, are now offered by
community colleges and state government institutes of
technical and further education (TAFE). La Trobe
University in Victoria and Renwick College (affiliated
with the University of Newcastle) in New South Wales
also offer undergraduate and postgraduate courses in
Auslan.

This expansion of Auslan teaching partly reflects
the growing demand for sign language interpreters as
a result of increasing numbers of deaf people moving
into tertiary education and professional employment.
It seems likely that the need for people with appro-
priate skills in Auslan interpreting will continue to in-
crease (Ozolins & Bridge, 1999). This recognition of
the need to provide equitable access to information and
services for deaf Australians through sign language in-
terpreting has resulted in part from the passing of the
Disability Discrimination Act in 1992. These changes
have also affected the education of deaf children. There
is evidence that some deaf children who are not ex-
posed to a natural signed language may never develop
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Sign Language Morphology and Syntax (Supalla et al.,
in press). Finally, this article presents data, collected
from a group of deaf native signers, used to demon-
strate the range of variability in key grammatical fea-
tures of Auslan and to raise methodological issues.

Current Auslan Assessment Instruments

Little research has been conducted into signed lan-
guage assessment issues in Australia, and only a small
number of assessment instruments are described in the
literature. These include the Victorian College for the
Deaf Auslan Developmental Checklist (ADC; Stevens
et al., 1995) and the Auslan Proficiency Rating Scale
(APRS; Power, 1997). The National Accreditation Au-
thority for Translators and Interpreters (NAATI)
Auslan/English interpreter examination, although not
a test of proficiency per se, is seen by some as a de facto
measure of signed language skill. Below we briefly de-
scribe these three instruments.

The ADC is a criterion-referenced instrument that
is useful for assessing a child’s signed language devel-
opment over time. It consists of a list of 84 linguistic
features of Auslan, grouped into 27 categories1 (Ste-
vens et al., 1995). The instrument was pilot tested with
a group of 18 children between 6 and 10 years old, but
this group included only five native signers. No reliable
normative data, therefore, are available from this small
sample. Larger numbers of native signers need to be
studied, but to date there has been no other research
conducted on the acquisition of these linguistic fea-
tures in children learning Auslan as a first language.
The data presented by Stevens et al. appear to have
been collected in fairly unstructured communicative
interactions between deaf children and deaf adults
across seven different discourse types, but the authors
did not provide a detailed description of their method-
ology. Two researchers who were described as “fluent”
users of Auslan (it is not clear if these researchers were
native signers) coded the data collected from these
child-adult interactions. Although it was reported that
each coder independently scored and then cross-
checked the other coder’s results, no interrater reliabil-
ity coefficients were given. For a similar checklist de-
veloped for ASL by Maller, Singleton, Supalla, and
Wix (1999), assessors would need to have substantial
knowledge of signed language linguistic structure to
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native-like competence in language of any kind (May-
berry & Eichen, 1991). This, and an increasing dissatis-
faction with the poor educational achievements of most
deaf students, has led to greater support for a bilin-
gual/bicultural approach to deaf education (Carty &
Potter, 1991). Since 1987, a number of such programs
have been established for deaf children throughout the
country (Gifford, 1997; Jackson & Stark, 1994; Ste-
vens, Smitt, Thomas, & Wilson, 1995; Warden, 1997).

Although course curricula and materials have be-
come available for Auslan teaching and for the bilingual
classroom (see, for example, Branson, Bernal, Toms,
Adam, & Miller, 1995), very little research has been
conducted on the acquisition of Auslan, either as a first
or second language. As a result, there are currently
no standardized assessment tools that permit detailed
evaluation of an individual’s ability to use the language
proficiently. Thus, it is not possible to identify those
areas of skill that are effectively developed or those that
require further attention.

Teachers of Auslan as a second language, as well
as educators working in bilingual programs for deaf
children, need some way of evaluating the success of
their instruction and the progress of their students. In
particular, the need for an assessment tool specifically
designed for children acquiring Auslan as a first lan-
guage is of enormous importance. The educational
philosophy of bilingualism in deaf education rests on
the assumption that deaf children from hearing fami-
lies can develop a natural signed language as a first lan-
guage. For this reason, teachers must be able to moni-
tor these children’s signed language development.
Equally important, there is a need for an assessment
tool that can be used to evaluate the signing skills of
teachers who work in such programs and to document
the progress of hearing family members who are learn-
ing to sign, so as to more accurately plan early inter-
vention strategies.

In this article, we outline the initial stages in the
development of an Auslan assessment instrument de-
signed for use with children and adults. We first briefly
describe the instruments currently available for the as-
sessment of Auslan. We then discuss the need for a
more objective measure and explore issues involved in
the development of such a test. Next, we describe our
adaptation of an existing American Sign Language
(ASL) assessment tool, the Test Battery for American



use the ADC, yet it is not clear what special training
was provided. The researchers appear to be aware of
some of these concerns, and the checklist is currently
undergoing revision (Kay Stevens, personal communi-
cation, March 9, 2000).

The APRS (Power, 1997) is not an Auslan assess-
ment tool as such, but an instrument for describing
an individual’s level of skill in the language. The
APRS provides standardized descriptions of skills from
“Level O: Zero proficiency” to “Level 5: Native-like
proficiency” in both production and comprehension
of Auslan. Each level has a summary descriptive label
and a detailed account of the skills expected for that
level. Guidelines are provided for the collection of data
for assessment purposes, and the use of more than
one rater is recommended. Psychometric analyses have
not been conducted on the APRS, however, and no in-
formation has been provided as to the source of nor-
mative data for determining the features of proficiency
at each level. In fact, the APRS appears to be little
more than an adaptation of an existing instrument,
known as the Australian Second Language Proficiency
Ratings (ASLPR) (Department of Immigration &
Ethnic Affairs, 1984), widely used for the standardized
description of English skills in second language
learners.

NAATI currently assesses and accredits Auslan/
English interpreters, along with all translators and in-
terpreters in Australia. The NAATI test asks the candi-
date to interpret a number of signed and spoken mono-
logues into English and Auslan, as well as a number of
dialogues in which each participant uses one of the two
languages. Questions about ethics and sociocultural is-
sues are also included. Each candidate’s performance is
videotaped and independently assessed by two examin-
ers. If a significant discrepancy is found between the
results, a third examiner is called in to moderate. Can-
didates are assessed against a number of general crite-
ria, such as the number of unjustifiable omissions,
misinterpretations, repetitions, additions, as well as
phonological, lexical, grammatical, and discourse struc-
ture errors. Each candidate is assigned a score out of
100%, with results of 70% or above considered a pass-
ing mark.

Various concerns have arisen about the nature of
assessment provided by NAATI (Ozolins & Bridge,
1999). First, the assessments are subjective, and there
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have been no studies undertaken to determine test va-
lidity and interrater reliability (this is not a problem
unique to NAATI; see Strong & Rudser, 1992). This
partly reflects the fact that the examination is held only
once a year and the test materials are refilmed annually,
making studies of test validity difficult. Second, the
NAATI accreditation system currently does not recog-
nize the distinction between interpreting and translit-
eration. Examiners vary in their understanding of the
relationship between interpretation and the manual
representation of English, and this may influence their
assessment (Ozolins & Bridge, 1999). Certainly, anec-
dotal reports suggest that the assessment of Auslan/
English interpreters appears to require greater moder-
ation than the assessment of interpreters working with
other community languages. Third, NAATI require-
ments stipulate that the examination must include the
interpretation into English of a signed monologue in
which 80% of all lexical items are fingerspelled. Al-
though fingerspelling plays an important role in Auslan
(this appears to be particularly true of the sign varieties
used by older signers; see Johnston, 1989b), the reasons
for this requirement are unclear. The 80% figure is
certainly not based on any sociolinguistic studies of
the use of the manual alphabet in the Australian deaf
community, and research from ASL and closely re-
lated British Sign Language (BSL) suggests a lower
percentage might be more appropriate (Padden, 1998;
Sutton-Spence, 1994). Thus, although the subjective
assessment provided by NAATI can provide useful in-
formation for interpreter accreditation and for the test-
ing of signed language proficiency, a more reliable and
objective measure clearly is also required.

No assessment tool will be appropriate for all situa-
tions. However, currently few options are available for
the assessment of Auslan proficiency in either children
or adults using Auslan as either a first or second lan-
guage. In addition, there is very little research that can
provide a foundation on which such an assessment in-
strument could be developed. To these issues we now
turn.

Issues in Development of an Assessment Tool for
Auslan

Any effort to develop instruments for the assessment
of linguistic skills in Auslan confronts several serious



counterpart). Obtaining large samples and normative
data thus requires substantial time and financial sup-
port to enable data collection at all the relevant sites
across the country.

Third, a number of other factors render problem-
atic attempts to establish test validity for an Auslan as-
sessment instrument. One is the issue of form-meaning
relationships in signed language lexicons. It has been
demonstrated that a high percentage of items in tests
that seek to establish children’s receptive lexical knowl-
edge of particular signed languages can be accurately
guessed by nonsigners as a result of the iconicity of
the signs in question (Herman, 1998; Jansma, Knoors,
& Baker, 1997; White & Tischler, 1999). Another
problem for test design is lexical variation in Auslan.
Although examples of regional variation in the Aus-
lan lexicon have been documented, (Johnston, 1989a;
Johnston, 1997), the extent of variation is still not well
understood. Research is necessary to establish precisely
which lexical items are both suitable for use in a stan-
dardized test and subject to minimal regional variation.

Adaptation of the Test Battery for American Sign
Language Morphology and Syntax for Auslan

As there were no appropriate assessment instruments
available for Auslan, we decided to review assessment
tools for other signed languages. At the time the project
began, a number were either available or still under
development. These included Caccamise and Newell
(1995), Mounty (1994), and Supalla et al. (in press) for
ASL; Herman, Holmes, and Woll (1999) for BSL; and
Jansma, Knoors, and Baker (1997) for Sign Language
of the Netherlands (SLN). The Supalla et al. Test Bat-
tery for American Sign Language Morphology and
Syntax was identified for adaptation to Auslan for a
number of reasons. It is perhaps the most extensive test
of any signed language available, consisting of a de-
tailed demographic interview and 11 tests for the pro-
duction and comprehension of ASL word order and
topicalization; modifications of verb signs for person,
aspect, and number; classifier verbs of motion and loca-
tion; noun-verb pairs; lexical phonology; and narrative
structure. It also provided a mix of testing techniques,
ranging from comprehension or production of gram-
matical structures in isolation to evaluation of their use
in connected discourse. At the time of selection, sec-
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problems. The first, and most fundamental, is the lack
of detailed descriptive research identifying the specific
morphosyntactic features of Auslan. This partly re-
flects the fact that, compared to the United States and
United Kingdom, signed language research began rela-
tively late in Australia. It was not until 1987 that the
first curriculum for Auslan teaching was produced, and
a sketch grammar of the language developed (John-
ston, 1987). Two years later, Johnston (1989b) pro-
duced the first doctoral dissertation on Auslan. This
work provided an initial overview of the grammatical
structure of the language and showed that it shared
many of the same general morphosyntactic character-
istics as other signed languages, such as ASL and
BSL. With few exceptions (e.g., Johnston, 1991a, 1996;
Schembri, 1996), very little descriptive work on the
grammar of Auslan has been undertaken since the orig-
inal work by Johnston (1987, 1989b). Instead, the efforts
of signed language researchers in Australia have fo-
cused on lexicography (Johnston, 1997, 1998; John-
ston, Adam, & Schembri, 1997; Johnston & Schembri,
1999), sociolinguistic studies (McKee, McKee, Schem-
bri, & Adam, 1999), language acquisition (Littleton,
1998), issues in applied sign linguistics (Branson et al.,
1995; Johnston, 1991b; Leigh, 1995; Pardo, 1998;
Schembri, 1997), or work on signing communities in
neighboring countries (Branson, Miller & Marsaja,
1999; Branson, Miller, Marsaja, & Negara, 1996).

Second, the Australian deaf community appears to
be comparatively small. Out of a national population of
approximately 19 million, the total signing deaf popu-
lation is estimated at between 6,000 to 15,000 individu-
als (Hyde & Power, 1991; Ozolins & Bridge, 1999). Of
these, fewer than 5% (mostly deaf people from deaf
families) can be considered native signers of Auslan
(Deaf Society of New South Wales, 1998), yet it is
these individuals who would be the source of normative
data needed for test development.2 These figures mean
that the pool of potential deaf native signers for re-
search of this kind may number only in the hundreds.
Furthermore, native signers of Auslan (like the general
population) are concentrated in the major urban cen-
ters. Australia is, however, the most sparsely populated
continent in the world, and all of the largest population
centers in Australia are at a considerable distance from
each other (almost all of the major urban centers are,
for example, over 500 kilometers from their nearest



tions of the ASL test had been used with over 100
American signers, including both adults and children,
ranging from 3 to 75 years of age (Maller, Singleton,
Supalla, & Wix 1999). Sections of the test had also been
used in research on nonsigners. Data collected from
both signing and nonsigning populations have been
described in the research literature (Launer, 1982;
Maller et al., 1999; Metlay & Supalla, 1995; Morford,
Singleton, & Goldin-Meadow, 1995; Newport, 1990;
Singleton, 1987, 1989; Singleton, Goldin-Meadow, &
McNeill, 1995; Supalla, 1982). Although normative
data and information about test validity and reliability
were not available, the test battery was considered to be
an appropriate choice because the design of the materi-
als made its adaptation for the linguistic study of other
signed languages relatively easy. It was, therefore, pos-
sible to use the ASL test battery as a starting point in
the development of an assessment instrument for Aus-
lan by using the materials to collect normative data on
the key grammatical features of Auslan as used by na-
tive signers.

Before describing the adaptation process, we will
provide an overview of the subtests in the Supalla et al.
(in press) test battery listed in Table 1. The Noun-Verb
Production(NVP),Noun-VerbComprehension(NVC),
Sign Order Comprehension (SOC), and Verbs of Mo-
tion Production (VMP) tests are discussed in some de-
tail in later sections of this article, so we will not de-
scribe these subtests here. We will also not discuss the

Table 1 Modifications of the Supalla et al. (in press) test battery materials for Auslan signers

Test name Modifications

Test 1: Lexical Phonology Production (LPP) Instructions refilmed, printed materials adapted
Test 2: Narrative Production (NP) Instructions refilmed, original test stimuli used
Test 3: Verb Agreement Production (VAP) Instructions and test stimuli refilmed
Test 4: Noun-Verb Production (NVP) Instructions refilmed, original test stimuli used
Test 5: Noun-Verb Comprehension (NVC) Instructions and test stimuli refilmed, original printed

materials used
Test 6: Verb of Motion Production (VMP) Instructions refilmed, original test stimuli used
Test 7: Demographic Questionnaire (QQ ) Instructions refilmed, original printed materials adapted
Test 8: Aspect and Number Inflection Production (ANIP) Instructions and test stimuli refilmed
Test 9: Sign Order Comprehension (SOC) Instructions and test stimuli refilmed, original printed

materials used
Test 10: Verb Reversal Production (VRP) Not adapted
Test 11: Verb Agreement Comprehension: Single Verbs Instructions and test stimuli refilmed
(VAC-1)
Test 12: Verb Agreement Comprehension: Two Verb Instructions and test stimuli refilmed
Sequences (VAC-2)
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Verb Reversal Production (VRP) test, as this was not
adapted for use in the Auslan test battery.3

In the Lexical Phonology Production (LPP) test,
the participants are asked to produce the citation form
of particular signs. The signs elicited by the test in-
clude handshapes and movements that resemble com-
ponents of the morphologically complex signs elicited
by later tests (such as the Verbs of Motion Produc-
tion test). The test is intended to evaluate whether
nonnative signers are able to produce the handshapes
and movements required for complex signs and
whether their difficulties with grammar are indepen-
dent of their phonological skills.

In the test of Narrative Production (NP), partici-
pants watch a silent cartoon that involves two charac-
ters. After watching the cartoon, they are asked to retell
the story in sign. In their retelling of the story, we ex-
pect to see many of the linguistic structures that are
the focus of the other tests, such as verb agreement,
aspectual marking, and the use of classifier verbs of
motion. This makes possible some evaluation of these
grammatical skills in connected discourse.

The Verb Agreement Production (VAP) test pres-
ents a series of filmed events involving two actors. Dur-
ing the test, the agent and patient roles vary between
these actors. This test evaluates the production of pro-
nouns (which would be required in some contexts and
not others) and agreement verbs.

For the Demographic Questionnaire (QQ ), the test



plete set of instructions in ASL for each of the tests.
The instructions in the Supalla et al. (in press) material
suggested that most of the tests in the battery could
be used with other signed languages but recommended
certain modifications for some of the test materials. In
the ASL version of the SOC test, for example, partici-
pants watch a series of short filmed clauses produced
by a native signer of ASL. These materials needed to
be refilmed, and the filmed ASL clauses replaced with
clauses produced by a native signer of the target signed
language (in our case, Auslan). The instructions and
demonstrations on the videotape are also presented in
ASL, so new instructions would have to be refilmed
for each of the subtests. Table 1 shows those tests that
required modification for use with Auslan signers.

The adaptations, including decisions about appro-
priate test lexical items used as stimuli, and the refilm-
ing of test materials were undertaken by a hearing
signed language researcher who is a NAATI-accredited
Auslan/English interpreter in collaboration with a deaf
native signer who is a university lecturer in Auslan.
The deaf native signer was filmed presenting all the
test instructions in Auslan, and a group of three other
deaf native signers assisted in the refilming of the test
materials.

Following development of the draft version of the
Test Battery for Auslan Morphology and Syntax, a
study was carried out to collect normative data to as-
certain whether these materials would be suitable as in-
struments to be used for the assessment of grammatical
skills in Auslan. This study is discussed in the next
section.

Method

Pilot Study

The refilmed and translated tasks4 (the LPP, VAP,
NVC, ANIP, SOC, VAC-1, and VAC-2 tasks) were ini-
tially administered to two Auslan/English interpreters
to determine whether the refilmed material would suc-
cessfully elicit the target grammatical features. Hear-
ing individuals who were Auslan/English interpreters
were selected for this pilot study to avoid using deaf
participants because we anticipated difficulty in finding
sufficient numbers of deaf native signer participants in
the limited population. Both interpreters were highly
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administrator engages the participant in a 10- to 15-
minute conversation about his or her personal history.
The interviewer fills out a questionnaire about the par-
ticipant’s background in learning signed language (age
of acquisition, language at home, schooling, and so
forth). As part of this spontaneous interaction, the use
of some of the linguistic structures targeted elsewhere
in the test battery should occur, allowing evaluation of
them in a more conversational setting.

The Aspect and Number Inflection Production
(ANIP) test shows a series of filmed events, one at a
time, in which a woman performs an action once, twice,
repeatedly, or repeatedly over a long time. The partici-
pant then describes the event in sign. This test evalu-
ates grammatical modifications of signs to show aspect
(how an event occurs over time) and number (how
many times an event occurs).

The final two tests, Verb Agreement Comprehen-
sion: Single Verbs (VAC-1) and the Verb Agreement
Comprehension: Two Verb Sequences (VAC-2), pres-
ent a series of sentences produced by a native signer.
Each includes an agreement verb that is modified spa-
tially to show agent and patient roles. In the VAC-1,
the test sentences involve one verb (e.g., the sign GIVE
modified to show third-person to third-person agree-
ment), whereas in the VAC-2, sentences all involve two
verbs rather than one (e.g., the sign GIVE modified to
show third-person to third-person agreement, followed
by the same sign modified to show third-person to
first-person agreement). The participant has to report
what the signer has said as if he or she were addressing
the signer and thus need to modify the agreement verb
appropriately in the response (e.g., changing GIVE
modified for third-person to first-person agreement
into a form of the sign modified for third-person to
second-person agreement). Both of these tests elicit
the production of pronouns and agreement verbs but,
unlike the VAP, require the participants to comprehend
the test sentences in order to produce the response.

The documentation accompanying the ASL test
battery provided us with all the background informa-
tion necessary to begin our adaptation of these tests for
Auslan, including information about the design, ad-
ministration, and analysis of each test. Example coding
sheets and picture materials for use with several of the
subtests were also included. The videotape contained
all film sequences used as test stimuli, as well as a com-



proficient signers and were NAATI-accredited. One
came from a deaf family, and the other had acquired
Auslan as a child from deaf neighbors. The data col-
lected from the two participants were not filmed. A
hearing researcher simply observed their responses to
the elicitation material, ticking off each target feature
on a prepared checklist. For each of the refilmed tasks,
the two interpreters produced or demonstrated com-
prehension of the target features as expected, although
responses to the ANIP test were much more variable
than anticipated. Part of the aim of this task was to
elicit verbs showing aspect and number modifications,
such as the reduplication of a verb sign to show that an
action has been repeated. In many of their responses,
however, both participants produced some phrasal
constructions rather than modified verb forms. When
shown a clip of a woman picking up and eating pieces
of candy three times, both participants signed WOMAN
EAT CANDY THREE TIME rather than the target
form WOMAN CANDY EAT-EAT-EAT. As Metlay
and Supalla (1995) reported similar results for this sub-
test, no modifications were made and data collection
commenced.

Participants

The Auslan test battery was administered to a group of
25 deaf native signers of Auslan. Twelve participants
completed the entire test battery; 13 completed a num-
ber of subtests (see below). Twenty-four participants
had deaf parents, and one had an older deaf sibling
from whom she acquired Auslan from birth. Nine of
the participants also had deaf grandparents, and all but
one had deaf relatives other than their parents. Of the
group, 13 were female and 12 were male. The age of
participants ranged from 16 to 58 years, with the mean
age 34.6 years. Twenty-three participants reported that
they were born deaf. One participant did not know
whether she was born deaf or had become deaf at a very
early age. The other participant reported that he had
become deaf at age 7 due to an accident. As both had
deaf parents who signed to them since birth, their re-
sponses are included in this study.

The participants could be categorized into three
groups based on their regional origin: (1) native users
of the Sydney (New South Wales) variety of Auslan
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(13 participants); (2) native users of the Melbourne
(Victoria) variety (9 participants); and (3) native users
of some other variety (three participants: one from
Perth, Western Australia; and two from Adelaide,
South Australia). Educational experiences were simi-
lar, with most participants having had experience of in-
struction in both signed and spoken language. With
one exception, all participants had been educated with
other deaf children, either in a segregated setting or in
a special unit for deaf children attached to a hearing
school. All reported that they used signed language to
communicate with their fellow students, inside and/or
outside the classroom. Three participants were exclu-
sively educated in auditory-oral programs, whereas 17
received at least part of their education using spoken
English. Two had had some instruction using Cued
Speech. Only five reported that their entire education
had been conducted in a signing program. This reflects
general patterns in deaf education in Australia, where
the use of signed language as a means of instruction has
traditionally been seen only as a last resort (Johnston,
1989b). For all but the three instructed exclusively in
spoken English, however, signed language was used
in at least part of their education, most commonly in
upper primary years and in high school. In many
cases, those participants who had been partly or entirely
educated in a signing program specifically reported
that their teachers used an English-based sign system
rather than Auslan. For younger participants, this was
most commonly Australasian Signed English (a form
of manually coded English used in Australia and New
Zealand that was developed in the 1970s by a commit-
tee consisting mostly of hearing educators of deaf chil-
dren; see Jeanes & Reynolds, 1982; MacDougall, 1988).

Although almost all participants had received some
speech training in childhood, all reported that Auslan
was their preferred or primary means of communica-
tion. Twelve participants in the group reported that
they sometimes used spoken English to communicate
with hearing people who knew no signed language,
whereas 13 participants said that they never used
speech. Almost half of the participants were either uni-
versity students at the time data were collected (five
participants), or had completed a university degree (six
participants). Of the other participants, half had com-
pleted some vocational training at a state technical and



discomfort with the presence of a video camera and
other aspects of the experimental setting. To overcome
this discomfort, the Demographic Questionnaire was
administered as a warm-up task with all subjects. The
questions in this task ask about the participant’s age,
origin, family, and educational background and are de-
signed to put the individual at ease by soliciting famil-
iar information. The test administrator also attempted
to engage the participant in 5 to 10 minutes of sponta-
neous conversation before beginning administration of
the test battery. In addition, the administrator stressed
that the elicitation tasks were not designed to test the
participant’s signing skills but were part of a process of
collecting information in order to develop tests later for
children and adults learning Auslan as a first or sec-
ond language.

Supalla et al. (in press) also stress the need to ad-
minister the battery of tests in a social context in which
the participant feels it is normal to use a natural signed
language, rather than an English-based sign system or
contact variety. Therefore, we organized all tasks to be
administered by a deaf native signer of Auslan. The ad-
ministrator is an individual with a high profile in the
Australian deaf community and was well known to al-
most all participants. Although deaf participants some-
times met with the deaf experimenter’s hearing col-
leagues before or after the administration of the test
battery, no hearing people were present during data
collection sessions.

The data collected from administering all or part
of the Auslan test battery to 25 deaf native signers are
considerable. Funding and time constraints have, how-
ever, meant that it has not yet been possible for the re-
search team to complete their analyses on much of the
data.5 We will thus discuss complete results from only
three of the tasks (the NVP, NVC, and SOC tasks) and
partial results from one other (the VMP task). In this
article, we have chosen to focus on those tasks that have
presented problematic data and hope that our results
are of interest to other researchers working on signed
language assessment and test design. We believe that
some of the issues our results from these tasks raise
have not yet been adequately covered in the literature
on this topic. Many of the results from similar work on
ASL using the original Supalla et al. material (in press)
are widely known and have formed the basis for impor-

Development of the Test Battery for Australian Sign Language Morphology and Syntax 25

further education college, while the remainder had un-
dertaken no postcompulsory education. All individuals
were paid for their participation.

Procedure

In outlining the procedure, we discuss a number of
methodological issues in the design of the Auslan test
battery, including test order effects, duration of the test
session, test setting, and participants.

The original Supalla et al. (in press) ASL test bat-
tery material was designed to be administered to indi-
vidual adult participants over a 2-hour period, with an
intermission after the administration of the first six
subtests and time for some spontaneous conversation
between tests. To eliminate the unfavorable effects of
fatigue, Supalla et al. recommend varying the order in
which the subtests are administered. They point out
that it is not desirable to completely randomize the test
order, however, because production tests must precede
comprehension tests to prevent participants’ produc-
tion of the target grammatical features being influ-
enced by the signed examples in the comprehension
tests. Thus, they suggest that the order of tests be con-
trolled by dividing the test battery into two separate
series, A and B, which are then administered in either
the A-B or B-A order to each participant (half the par-
ticipants receiving order A-B, and the other half B-A).

In this study, the procedure was changed for the 12
participants who completed the entire test battery. The
administration of 12 tasks in a single session was con-
sidered excessive, so the A and B series were adminis-
tered in separate sessions on different days. In addition,
participants were given short breaks between the tasks.
Thus, it was considered unnecessary to administer the
two series in different orders.

Due to funding and time constraints, the remaining
13 participants did not complete all subtests. Nine
completed the QQ , NP, NVP, NVC, SOC, and VMP
tasks. Three individuals completed only the QQ , NVP,
NVC, and VMP tasks. One participant completed the
QQ , NP, VAP, NVP, and NVC tasks, but only half of
the items on the VMP.

A methodological concern raised by Supalla et al.
(in press) is that test performance, especially on the
first task, may be affected by the participant’s possible



tant claims about the structure and acquisition of ASL
(Launer, 1982; Maller et al., 1999; Metlay & Supalla,
1995; Morford et al., 1995; Newport, 1990; Singleton,
1987, 1989; Singleton et al., 1995; Supalla, 1982), yet
the tests on which these data are based have not yet
themselves been the subject of scrutiny.

Noun-Verb Production Task

This task is designed to determine whether signers
produce a distinction in the number, duration, and/or
manner of movements between derivationally related
nouns and verbs in Auslan. In citation form, the nomi-
nal may be made with a shorter, restrained, or repeated
movement, whereas the verbal may have a single,
longer, continuous movement. The aim of this task was
to identify whether subtle differences in number, dura-
tion, and/or manner of movement patterns occurred
only in the citation form of these signs and whether
they would be made consistently in connected signing.

Like other signed languages (including ASL), Aus-
lan has a considerable number of morphologically re-
lated noun-verb pairs. Informal consultation with
Auslan native signers suggest that use of repeated, re-
strained movement for nominals is highly susceptible
to variation, however, and that this distinction may not
be as highly grammaticized in Auslan as has been re-
ported for ASL (Supalla & Newport, 1978).6

This task involved the use of filmed materials from
the Supalla et al. (in press) NVP test. The participant
was asked to watch a videotape that first shows instruc-
tions in Auslan and then a series of 35 brief “skits” in
which a person performs two separate actions, each ac-
tion involving a different object. After each skit, the
videotape was paused and the participant was asked to
describe what happened. The participant’s responses
were videotaped for later analysis.

As Supalla et al. pointed out, the goal of the task is
not the elicitation of noun-verb pairs in isolation but
the production of clauses containing the appropriate
nominal and/or verbal form of the target noun-verb
pair. However, recent research has begun to suggest
that there may be phonological processes at work in
connected signing that influence the production of
signs with repeated movement (Johnston & Schembri,
1999). Sandler (1999) has suggested that the relative
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position of a sign within a clause may influence
whether a sign is produced with a repeated movement,
regardless of whether the sign is produced with such
a movement in citation form. Signs that have a re-
peated movement in citation form may lose their re-
peated movement if they occur in phrase-initial posi-
tions, whereas other signs often are produced with a
repeated movement in phrase-final position. These
processes had not been identified when Supalla et al.
first designed the NVP and, as we shall see below, they
may have some bearing on our interpretation of our re-
sults.

In the Supalla et al. (in press) test battery, the series
of filmed skits are used to elicit the 20 ASL noun-verb
pairs shown in Table 2. Without exception, these 20
ASL noun-verb pairs have equivalent, derivationally
related, noun-verb pairs in Auslan (although targets 3
and 4 in Auslan would normally be glossed as BAG,
PICK-UP-BAG and CUPBOARD, CUPBOARD-
OPEN, respectively). Of the ASL targets, 15 of the
“stems” (handshape, orientation, and location features)
appeared to be formationally almost identical in both
ASL and Auslan. The remaining five pairs of signs
were different, but in some cases only in one forma-
tional parameter (one form of ROCKET-TAKE-OFF

Table 2 Target noun-verb pairs in the NVP

Target noun Target verb

1. AIRPLANE AIRPLANE-FLY
2. BOOK OPEN-BOOK
3. BRIEFCASE PICK-UP-BRIEFCASE
4. CABINET CABINET-OPEN
5. CAMERA TAKE-PHOTOGRAPH
6. CHAIR SIT
7. DOOR DOOR-OPEN
8. DOORBELL PRESS-BUTTON
9. KNOB TURN-KNOB

10. DRAWER PULL-OPEN-DRAWER
11. GUN SHOOT
12. HEADPHONES PUT-ON-HEADPHONES
13. KEY LOCK-WITH-KEY
14. LIGHTER FLICK-LIGHTER
15. ELECTRIC-PLUG PLUG-IN-CORD
16. RING PUT-ON-RING
17. ROCKET ROCKET-TAKE-OFF
18. SCISSORS CUT-WITH-SCISSORS
19. UMBRELLA OPEN-UMBRELLA
20. WINDOW WINDOW-CLOSE



sure that, for example, pictures of actions did not al-
ways appear on the same side of the page (in Figure 1,
for example, the action picture is shown on the right).
All responses were videotaped.

The task, including five practice items, involved
watching short clips of 41 signs. The list of items in-
cluded the same set of 20 target noun-verb pairs used
in the NVP. The list of target noun-verb pairs is shown
in Table 2. In addition to this set, the NVC includes
five practice items and 16 signs that represent objects
or actions not from target noun-verb pairs (making a
total of 41 signs). These 16 additional signs were in-
cluded in the original Supalla et al. (in press) battery as
distractors, to prevent the participants from identi-
fying the aim of the task.

The procedure used was modified from that rec-
ommended in Supalla et al. (in press). The choice be-
tween two possible pictures allows a 50% chance of
guessing correctly on the test stimuli. To minimize the
chances that the participants were simply not attending
to the stimuli, the test administrator elicited the parti-
cipants’ sign for the action or the object shown in the
picture that they did not choose. This also served to
gather data about citation forms that could be com-
pared with the data from the NVP task, where the same
forms are produced in connected signing. It also made
it possible to check whether the task materials were, in
fact, an effective method of eliciting noun-verb pair
contrasts.

Sign Order Comprehension Task

The purpose of this task was to assess the comprehen-
sion of different sign orders. We hoped this data would
confirm previous suggestions by Johnston (1989b) that
decontextualized sentences in Auslan tend to use

Figure 1  versus -.
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in Auslan, for example, differs only in handshape from
the ASL equivalent, using a G hand configuration
rather than the ASL R handshape). Informal consulta-
tion with Auslan native signers suggested that at least
10 of these sign pairs appeared to exhibit the same dis-
tinctions between noun and verb forms as has been re-
ported for ASL. For example, the Auslan signs DOOR
and KEY both are produced with a repeated, re-
strained movement. This is in contrast to the single,
continuous movement in DOOR-OPEN and LOCK-
WITH-KEY. The remaining 10 pairs of signs appear
to realize this distinction differently. The Auslan signs
HEADPHONES and AIRPLANE are not normally
produced with repeated movement, but may be distin-
guished from PUT-ON-HEADPHONES and
AIRPLANE-FLY in the duration and/or manner of
the movement.

In some of the skits shown on the videotape, one of
the two actions is designed to elicit specific “distractor”
noun or verb signs. These distractor noun or verb signs
do not form part of a derivationally related noun-verb
pair in ASL. This also appeared to be the case in Aus-
lan. Because they do not require the same movement
distinction as the noun-verb pairs, they are designed to
distract the participant from identifying the purpose of
the task.

Noun-Verb Comprehension Task

The aim of this task was to determine whether differ-
ences in the number, duration, and manner of move-
ments were interpreted by native signers as signaling a
morphological distinction between derivationally re-
lated nouns and verbs in Auslan.

Participants watched a series of short video clips,
each showing a native signer of Auslan producing ei-
ther a nominal or verbal form of a noun-verb pair. On
the videotape, each sign is produced in isolation, with
no other morphosyntactic cues provided. For each
item, the participants saw one sign. They were then
shown a pair of pictures, one of which showed an object
and one that showed an action related to that object
(see Figure 1). Participants were asked to identify
which of the two pictures represented what they had
seen. The pictures were taken from the Supalla et al.
(in press) materials. Pictures were randomized to en-



subject-verb-object (SVO) word order, especially when
the arguments are reversible, and roles are not signaled
by spatial modifications to the verb. This task was also
designed to test whether or not the use of topic mark-
ing (realized as raised eyebrows on the topicalized con-
stituent) allowed for other word orders (such as OSV
and VOS) in Auslan, as appears to be the case for ASL
(Liddell, 1980; Wilbur, 1987).7

The terms subject and object used here are to allow
comparison of these results with those in the ASL re-
search literature. Evidence for these syntactic relations
in a particular signed language must draw on an anal-
ysis of agreement, sign order, morphosyntactic mark-
ing of constituents, and systematic relations between
clauses with the same verb (Engberg-Pedersen, 1993).
As is also true for many other signed languages, re-
search into these syntactic phenomena in Auslan is not
yet available.

Participants watched a series of 44 video clips.
Each clip showed a single clause in Auslan produced by
a native signer. Of the 44 clips, 4 were included in the
instructions, and the correct responses were modeled
as part of the explanations about the task, whereas 4
additional items were unscored practice items. The re-
sults presented below thus relate only to the 36 test
items. Each clause contained only three signs, pro-
duced in one of three possible orders (SVO, OSV, or
VOS). In 18 of the test clauses, word order was the only
grammatical signal that can be used to assign subject
and object roles (see example 1 in Table 3). In nine of
these, the subject was also nonmanually marked as
topic (see example 2 in Table 3). The remaining 18 ex-
amples employed a combination of word order other
than SVO and nonmanual marking of topicalized con-
stituents to express subject and object roles (see ex-
amples 3 and 4 in Table 3). In each clause, the verb
signs were not spatially modified for person, so that no
spatial cues were available for determining the roles of
each of the two nominal arguments. After watching
each sentence, participants were shown a pair of pic-
tures that differed only in terms of which person was
the agent and which was the patient. Participants iden-
tified which of the two pictures represented the event
described by the signed clause. Since all examples were
reversible, either person in the picture could logically
be the agent. So the participant had to depend solely
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on the combination of word order and nonmanual
marking cues to determine the meaning of the clause.
Where a sign order other than SVO was used, the par-
ticipant had to recognize that the nonmanual marking
signaled a fronted constituent. Supalla et al. (in press)
suggested that this means the participant must use his
or her knowledge of the grammatical rules of the lan-
guage and cannot simply use some other strategy, such
as interpreting the first argument as always having the
semantic role of agent.

Verbs of Motion Production Task

The purpose of this task was to determine how native
signers of Auslan produce classifier verbs of motion
and location and to gather normative data on what con-
stitutes appropriate use of productive verbal morphol-
ogy for manner, path, location, direction, and referent
class of object.

Participants watched a series of short animated
films showing simple motion events involving move-
ment of an object from one location to another. There
were 80 animated sequences in total. Responses were
videotaped for later analysis.

The 80 motion events were the same as those in the
ASL test battery and were designed to elicit a variety
of morphemes that earlier work had indicated were
typically used in ASL verbs of motion and location
(Supalla, 1982, 1986). These include classifier hand-
shape morphemes.8 Forty of the events involved a
single moving object, referred to as the “central ob-
ject.” The other 40 involved two objects: the central ob-
ject and a stationary “secondary object.” In each case,
the signer must represent both referents by an appro-
priate choice of classifier handshape. Due to the length
of this task, Supalla et al. (in press) recommend divid-

Table 3 Example clauses from the SOC task

Example Clause type

1.    SVO
t

2.    O,SV
t

3.    S,VO
t

.    VO,S



“other” was further classified as follows: “n/r” � a fail-
ure to produce a noun or verb sign; “fs” � a fin-
gerspelled response; “n/a” � a noun or verb sign that
is derivationally unrelated to the target; and “?” � a
response that can not be clearly seen on the videotape.

For the NVP noun responses, there were 20 target
items. Thirteen of the nouns were produced by the ma-
jority of participants with a repeated movement (BAG,
BOOK, CAMERA, CUPBOARD, DOOR, DRAWER,
GUN, KEY, KNOB, LIGHTER, RING, SCISSORS,
and WINDOW). These data are presented as percent-
ages in chart form in Figure 2.

For CUPBOARD, eight participants used a re-
peated, restrained form but one that was derivationally
unrelated to the verb form they earlier had used for
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ing it into two parts, VMP-A and VMP-B. This prac-
tice was followed with all participants.

Results

First, we will discuss the results from the NVP task.
These results were coded independently by two coders
(one of whom was a hearing native signer) with over
85% agreement. The results are shown in Table 4. At
this stage, we have coded for frequency of movements
only (i.e., whether the target signs were produced with
repeated movement or not). Table 4 shows the number
of participants who responded using a sign with a re-
peated movement (“rep.”), a single movement (“sing.”),
or who produced some other form (“other”). The

Table 4 NVP results

Target Noun Rep. Sing. Other Target verb Rep. Sing. Other

1.  1 24 — - — 16 1 n/r
8 n/a

2.  23 1 1 ? - — 20 5 n/a
3.  24 — 1 fs -- — 21 4 n/r
4.  15 1 1 n/r - — 23 2 n/a

8 n/a
5.  23 2 — - 3 21 1 n/r
6.  6 12 7 n/a  — 8 17 n/a
7.  25 — — - — 22 3 n/a
8.  3 3 17 n/r - — 24 1 n/r

2 fs
9.  14 2 7 n/r - 12 12 1 n/r

2 fs
10.  23 1 1 n/r -- 1 22 1 n/r

1 ?
11.  18 — 1 n/r  9 16 —

6 n/a
12.  2 23 — -- — 25 —



13.  23 1 1 n/r -- 1 23 1 n/r
14.  25 — — - 3 19 3 n/a
15.  2 6 4 n/r -- — 23 2 n/r

2 fs
11 n/a

16.  13 11 1 n/r -- — 24 1 n/a
17.  2 12 4 n/r -- — 6 19 n/a

7 fs
18.  23 1 1 n/r -- 1 24 —
19.  — 23 2 ? - — 25 —
20.  21 3 1 n/r - — 23 2 n/a

Rep. refers to a response using repeated movement, Sing. a response using a single movement, n/r is a response that does not
include a noun-verb pair, fs refers to the use of a fingerspelled noun or verb, n/a refers to a sign that does not form part of a
derivationally related noun-verb pair, and ? means that the target sign was not clearly visible on the videotaped recording).
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CUPBOARD-OPEN. Another two nouns had forms
that were produced with a repeated, restrained move-
ment (GUN and RING), but not by all signers. The
sign for GUN had three forms. In the two forms with
repeated movement (both classified under “rep” in
Table 4), either the signer’s thumb or index finger
flexed repeatedly. In the third form, the handshape was
held in space with a restrained, twisting movement at
the wrist (i.e., neither the thumb nor fingers moved).
The sign RING had only one form, but the movement
was not repeated by almost half of the signers.

Figure 3 gives results for those seven noun signs

Figure 2 NVP noun responses with repeated movement (n � 13).
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that did not, on the whole, elicit repeated movements
from the participants. The sign CHAIR was produced
as five different forms (including one form that is iden-
tical to the ASL sign), but only four of these appear to
form a derivationally related noun-verb pair (and only
two of these pairs have the noun produced with a re-
peated movement). For the four nouns AIRPLANE,
HEADPHONES, ELECTRIC-PLUG, and ROCKET,
there were very few repeated forms in our data. Note,
however, that the form of the signs for ELECTRIC-
PLUG and ROCKET that were produced with a single
movement also showed variation in handshape (e.g.,

Figure 3 NVP noun responses with singular movement and problematic responses (n � 7).
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objects. Many of our participants either chose to use a
handshape that reflected the small size and shape of the
referent, or (particularly for the toy rocket) simply
failed to recognize the object in question. For the sign
TURN-KNOB, 12 participants produced a form with
repeated movement rather than a single movement.
Repeated movement also occurred in nine responses
for SHOOT and in a small number of responses for
TAKE-PHOTOGRAPH and FLICK-LIGHTER. It
is unclear why participants responded in this way, but
this unexpected use of repeated movement may reflect
the phonological processes discussed in Sandler (1999).
In some cases, the target verb signs were produced
in a phonologically prominent position (e.g., phrase
finally). Alternatively, the responses with repeated
movement may represent examples of aspectually mod-
ified forms of the verb. Even though the actor in the
skits produced each action with a single movement,

Figure 5 NVP problematic verb responses (n � 5).
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ELECTRIC-PLUG with an S or W handshape). For
the noun (DOORBELL), the stimulus video did not
appear to elicit the target sign very successfully (this
may reflect cultural differences, as doorbells and front
doorways of suburban Australian houses are rarely of
the style shown in the American stimulus film). No
signers in our data produced UMBRELLA with a re-
peated movement.

The NVP verbal responses were more consistent
and are summarized in Figures 4 and 5. Fifteen of the
target verbal responses were produced by the majority
of participants with a single movement, as shown in
Figure 4.

For five target items, however, the responses were
not as expected (AIRPLANE-FLY, SIT, TURN-
KNOB, ROCKET-TAKE-OFF, and SHOOT), as
shown in Figure 5. For SIT, most participants pro-
duced a sign that was derivationally unrelated to the
sign they produced for CHAIR (despite the fact that a
derivationally related form was almost always possible).
It is not clear why this occurred. Similarly, some parti-
cipants failed to use the target verbs for AIRPLANE-
FLY and ROCKET-TAKE-OFF. Many chose instead
to use a classifier verb of motion using a G handshape
to represent the movement of the referent object. This
may be because in both cases the referents that appear
in the stimulus film are small toys rather than life-size

Figure 4 NVP verb responses with single movement (n � 15).



this may not have always been clear or may have been
disregarded by the participant. Some signers thus
responded with a repeated or iterative verb form.
This makes analysis of the responses problematic,
however, since the iterative form TURN-KNOB-
REPEATEDLY and the nominal form KNOB may
sometimes be produced in an apparently identical
manner (Johnston & Schembri, 1999). Although the
manner of the movement accompanying nonmanual
signals and syntactic context may be used to distin-
guish between aspectually modified verbs and their
derivationally related nominal form, these features do
not appear to be obligatory and were not always clearly
used by the native signers in our data.

The results for the NVC task are given in Figures
6 and 7. Of the 20 target items, 12 appear to have been
quite consistently interpreted as either nouns (BAG,

Figure 7 Problematic NVC responses not clearly distinguished as either
nouns or verbs (n � 8).

Figure 6 NVC responses clearly distinguished as either nouns or verbs (n � 12).
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GUN, LIGHTER, WINDOW) or verbs (OPEN-
DRAWER, AIRPLANE-FLY, CUT-WITH-
SCISSORS, TURN-KEY, PUT-ON-
HEADPHONES, DOOR-OPEN, TAKE-PHOTO,
PLUG-IN) by almost all of the participants.

For an additional four items (PUT-ON-RING,
OPEN-BOOK, CUPBOARD, ROCKET), a majority
of participants responded in the expected way, but a
substantial minority responded differently. For the re-
maining four items (KNOB, DOORBELL, CHAIR,
UMBRELLA), the responses were mixed.

Due to time constraints, four participants were un-
able to complete the SOC task. The responses from the
remaining 21 participants were coded and analyzed.
The results for this task show a very high number of
correct responses, with an overall mean score of 32.6
correct out of 36 (equivalent to 90.6%) and a range of



For each of the 80 motion events shown to the par-
ticipants, a verb of motion incorporating the appro-
priate handshape morpheme was required. Supalla et
al. (in press) categorized the handshape morphemes
into two categories: size and shape specifiers (SASSes)
and semantic classifiers. There are 40 targets in each
category, and each category is broken down into the
subcategories shown in Table 5. The target classifier
handshapes are listed in the second column. These are
not the only acceptable handshape morphemes in ASL,
however, and a list of alternatives is provided in the origi-
nal ASL test materials (there is insufficient space to list
them all here). Due to sheer amount of data, we will
focus on the results for the semantic classifiers here.

The single largest category in the VMP task is
filmed sequences involving animate referents (or toys
that represent animate beings), such as toy men, women,
a baby, a robot, a chicken, a duck, a dog, a rabbit, a
turtle, and a bee. Slightly over 46% of total responses
to these sequences used verbs with the Legs hand-
shape,10 the main target handshape given for ASL (see
Table 5). Another 25% involved the use of the Gvert
handshape (see Table 5). This was also an acceptable
response in ASL, according to the Supalla et al. (in
press) materials,11 especially for human referents.

There was considerable variation in the remaining
responses. The most common verb to represent the
movement of a chicken, hen, and a duck used the same
flattened gO handshape (see Table 6) found in the lexi-
cal sign BIRD (over 8% of all responses). A smaller
number used the flat hO handshape (see Table 6) from
the sign DUCK specifically to describe the movement
of the toy duck (1.5%), or the flat F hand configuration
(see Table 6) from a sign most appropriately glossed as
INSECT for the bee (1.5%). A Ghoriz handshape (see
Table 5) was sometimes used for some of the animal
referents (5%), and a B (see Table 5) held with palm
downwards specifically for the moving turtle (2%).
Other verbs used a bO (see Table 6), gC (see Table 5),
or bC (see Table 5) handshape (2%). Responses also
included a substantial percentage of lexical signs (5%),
such as WALK, ROLL, PASS, and FLY, or serial verb
constructions that included these signs (4%) in combi-
nation with classifier verbs utilizing a Gvert or Legs
handshape.

The animate category included both human and
nonhuman referents. The use of the two main hand-
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19–36. The mean score (out of nine) for each of the
four clause types is shown in the chart in Figure 8.

According to Singleton (1987), each participant’s
score may be categorized into one of six possible cate-
gories. A score of 9 or 8 indicates mastery of the target
word order; a score of 7 suggests probable mastery; 4
or 5 is a chance performance; a score of 3 to 6 suggests
that the result is likely due to be a chance performance;
2 is probably nonmastery of the target word order; and
a score of 0 or 1 indicates nonmastery of the target
word order and strongly suggests that the participant
is adhering to an alternate rule (such as one that sug-
gests the first nominal is always the agent). For SVO
and S,VO conditions, all participants scored either 8 or
9 and thus appear to have achieved mastery of the tar-
get word orders. For the O,SV and VO,S conditions,
however, the results were mixed. For the O,SV condi-
tion, 17 participants show evidence of mastery of this
word order, but the results from two participants indi-
cate a chance performance. The results from two other
participants show nonmastery of the target word order
and suggest that they are adhering to an alternate rule.
For the VO, S condition, only 15 participants show evi-
dence of mastery, with 5 other results at or close to
chance levels, and 1 participant appears to be using an
alternate rule. The reasons for these mixed results
from a group of native signers are not clear.

Last, we present the results for the VMP. These
were coded by a hearing nonnative signer, and some
30% were independently coded by both a hearing and
a deaf native signer. Interrater agreement was over
90% in all cases. This task elicited a large amount of
data, so our focus here will be on the results for the
central object classifier handshape morphemes.9

Figure 8 SOC scores for each clause type.



Table 5 Classifier handshape targets

Classifier ASL target ASL target
target type handshape handshape Number

Straight 4Gvert
vertical
objects

Straight Ghoriz 8
horizontal
objects

Flat narrow H 6
objects

Flat wide 6B
objects

Circular gC 8

Cylindrical bC 8

40 SASSes

Legs V 18

Vehicle 3 10

Airplane ILY 6

Tree 5 6

40 semantic
classifiers

Handshape illustrations from Prillwitz, S., Leven, R., Zie-
nert, H., Hanke, T., & Henning, J. (1989). HamNoSys Version
2.0: Hamburg Notation System for Sign Languages—An Intro-
ductory Guide. Hamburg: Signum Press. Reproduced with
permission.
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shape morphemes (Legs and Gvert) was not, however,
evenly distributed between the two subtypes of refer-
ent. The Gvert was more often used for human refer-
ents than nonhuman ones (of the responses using one
of the two handshapes, almost 41% of those describing
the motion of human beings incorporated this hand-
shape compared with some 25% of responses depicting
the motion of animal referents). The choice of Legs or
Gvert also seemed to partly reflect the type of motion
being described. The Legs handshape was clearly pre-
ferred when describing an animate referent falling,
jumping, bouncing, or pivoting (almost 82% of all re-
sponses involving one of these movement types sub-
types), whereas the Gvert was used slightly more often
in signs representing the referent moving in a linear
fashion, in a zigzag pattern, or turning toward or away
from the signer (just over 59% of responses describing
these movement subtypes).

Another large category is animated films of ve-
hicles, such as toy cars, trucks, tractors, motorcycles,
trains, and boats. The majority of the verbs used to de-
scribe this class (72%) involved the use of the B hand-
shape, oriented either with the palm downward (Bflat)
(22%) or with the little finger edge downward (Bedge)
(50%). The distribution of the B handshape with
different orientations was not, however, evenly distrib-
uted between responses for different subtypes of ve-
hicle. The palm downward orientation never occurred
in our data when the referent was a motorcycle,
whereas it occurred in approximately equal numbers in
signs describing the motion of a tricycle, a tractor, a
locomotive, a truck, and a jeep. Some 8.5% of re-
sponses involved the Vehicle (or 3) handshape (see
Table 5). This handshape represents the most accept-

Table 6 Additional classifier handshapes

Flat gO Flat hO bO Flat F Y Curved 5

Handshape illustrations from Prillwitz, S., Leven, R., Zie-
nert, H., Hanke, T., & Henning, J. (1989). HamNoSys Version
2.0: Hamburg Notation System for Sign Languages—An Intro-
ductory Guide. Hamburg: Signum Press. Reproduced with
permission.



would actually be possible in ASL, but they are not un-
common in our Auslan data.

Discussion

Overall, the NVP task appeared to successfully elicit
the target noun-verb pairs in Auslan. In a small num-
ber of cases, participants did not produce the target
signs in their initial response. This problem was some-
times overcome by the test administrator seeking clari-
fication from the participants or eliciting from them
some further description of the stimulus material. It
seems clear, however, that this task would need to be
modified for use in an Auslan assessment instrument.
First, it appears that not all noun-verb pairs are distin-
guished in Auslan in the same manner as reported for
ASL (repeated, restrained movement is not used by
most of our native signer participants for AIRPLANE,
HEADPHONES, ELECTRIC-PLUG, and
UMBRELLA). Second, there is considerable variation
in the possible responses for some of the target signs in
this task (such as CHAIR, CUPBOARD, GUN, and
RING), even within groups of participants from the
same particular regional variety of Auslan. Third, pos-
sible effects due to the relationship between repeated
movement and relative position of the target sign in a
signed clause need to be taken into consideration. If a
test of noun-verb production is to be included in a fu-
ture version of the Auslan test battery, further investi-
gation is required to build on our understanding of
both the precise patterns of noun-verb derivational
morphology in the language and their relationship to
phonological processes and lexical variation.

For the NVC task, some of the differences in re-
sponses described in the results reflect the patterns of
lexical variation in Auslan noun-verb pairs discussed
earlier (e.g., PUT-ON-RING, CUPBOARD,
ROCKET, CHAIR). This was true, for example, of the
responses to the verb sign PLUG-IN. Some 23 respon-
dents chose the picture intended to represent a verbal
response (showing a person plugging an electric plug
into a socket), but this number includes at least 11 par-
ticipants who produced a derivationally unrelated form
for the noun in the NVP. In at least one case, the pat-
tern of responses appeared to show a perception among
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able response for ASL signers, according to Supalla et
al. (in press), but is relatively rare in the Auslan data.
Some 9.5% used a Ghoriz, and 2% used an H oriented
palm downward (see Table 5) or bC. A smaller number
of responses (2%) involved verbs incorporating the
handshape derived from lexical signs such as FALL
and CRASH. Almost all the remaining responses
(4.5%) involved the use of verbs incorporating a
change from one handshape to another (most often a
change from a B to a Ghoriz, or vice versa).

The final two categories produced responses from
the Auslan signers that were comparatively uniform. To
describe the movement of airplanes (including toy jets,
biplanes, and gliders), almost 91% of responses involved
the use of the Y handshape (the most common hands-
hape in Auslan; see Table 6), while an unexpected 6% in-
volved the Plane (or ILY) handshape (the handshape
most widely used in ASL, see Table 5).12 Other re-
sponses involved the use of the Ghoriz handshape (3%).
For trees of various kinds (including a toy cactus, ever-
green, and palm tree), approximately 13% of responses
involved the target ASL Tree (or 5) handshape (see
Table 5) and 60% the Gvert (most often in combination
with the forearm). Other verbs incorporated a forearm
held vertically with a B handshape (almost 7%) or the
bC handshape (approximately 10%). Responses also
included a small number of lexical responses, such as
WALK, MOVE, and JUMP (3%); signs with a hands-
hape change (3%); or forms derived from lexical signs,
such as the verbs incorporating the curved 5 handshape
from the Auslan lexical sign TREE (2%).

The latter response, like responses using the hand-
shape from the signs BIRD, DUCK, and INSECT, are
not listed in the original test materials as possible in
ASL, and indeed stand in contrast to earlier claims
made by Supalla (1982, p. 107) that adult native signers
of ASL do not use verbs of motion incorporating a
classifier handshape derived from the handshape used
in lexical signs, because these kinds of “unconven-
tional” usage “violate the rules of ASL.” In the Supalla
et al. (in press) materials, however, the authors seem to
suggest that this usage is sometimes acceptable (verbs
of motion using the R handshape from the ASL lexi-
cal sign ROCKET, for example, are listed as gramma-
tically acceptable when describing the movement of
rockets). It is thus unclear if constructions of this kind



the participants that the decontextualized nominal and
verbal forms of particular signs are identical (e.g.,
UMBRELLA). In the case of KNOB and DOOR-
BELL, the reasons for the mixed responses were not
clear and require further investigation.

Discussion of their responses with participants re-
vealed, however, that there was an additional reason for
the pattern of responses shown in Figure 7. In at least
two cases, aspects of the picture materials resulted in
a failure to elicit the targeted noun-verb pair from all
participants. First, for the item OPEN-BOOK, seven
respondents indicated that they did not select the pic-
ture showing the relevant action when shown the verb
sign OPEN-BOOK because the book in the picture
was very thick. In Auslan, the verb sign OPEN-BOOK
involves B handshapes, which are initially held together
and then open in a single movement. Given the size
of the book in the picture, these participants felt that
a two-handed handling classifier construction using
bC handshapes more appropriately described how the
book would be opened, and thus they chose the picture
of the object rather than the action. This may also re-
flect the fact that the verbal sign OPEN-BOOK is itself
similar to an acceptable alternative pronunciation of
the nominal sign BOOK.

Second, the pictures that were intended to elicit
the nominal sign AIRPLANE and the verbal form
AIRPLANE-FLY show an airplane on the ground and
an airplane in flight, respectively (see Figure 1). After
having seen the verbal sign AIRPLANE-FLY on the
videotape, the majority of our participants picked the
picture that showed the airplane in flight as expected.
When eliciting the sign these same participants would
use to describe the picture of the airplane on the
ground, however, a majority responded with a form of
the verb sign AIRPLANE-LAND, rather than the
noun AIRPLANE. Thus, this particular set of pictures
did not appear to elicit the target noun-verb contrast,
but two forms of a derivationally related verb. Conse-
quently, the current version of the NVC requires sub-
stantial revision before it can be included in a battery
of assessment instruments for Auslan.

The SOC results provide some support for John-
ston’s (1989b) claim regarding the interplay between
word order and topicalization in Auslan. The high
mean score (equivalent to over 90%) does suggest that
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when presented with decontextualized sentences, Aus-
lan signers use a combination of a word order and non-
manual signals to identify subject and object argu-
ments.

The problem with the current Supalla et al. (in
press) test design, however, is that the word order rule
used in the Auslan example clauses may be derivable
from the warm up examples in the test instructions. In
the current instructions, one example of each clause
type and the correct response is modeled for the partic-
ipant. It is not clear if participants are thus able to learn
the rule from the instructions and then apply it to the
test items. The current test design may need to be
adapted and tested with nonsigners to evaluate its va-
lidity, or at least the instructions need to be modified
so that the word order rule is not derivable from them.

The reasons for the large range between the lowest
and highest scores in our SOC results are also not clear.
The scores from a small number of participants (all of
whom are native signers) were unexpectedly low. It
may be that these lower scores simply reflect inatten-
tiveness or discomfort with the experimental setting.
The distribution of the total number of errors between
clause types is also interesting. Very few errors were
made by any of the participants for the clauses pro-
duced in SVO and S,VO word order, but the total num-
ber of errors for O,SV and VO,S clauses was substan-
tially greater. This difference may reflect the extra
processing required to parse clauses in noncanonical
word order, resulting in more errors. At this stage,
however, explanations for this difference are no more
than speculation, as descriptive and psycholinguistic
research into the syntax of Auslan still lies ahead.

The pattern of results from the VMP task shows
how little is currently known about variation in the
possible ways native signers of Auslan may represent
classes of referents in classifier verbs of motion. For the
representation of some referents, particularly animates,
extensive variation in the choice of handshape mor-
pheme appears possible. In some cases, the choice of
handshape may be influenced by regional and social
variation, but a number of other factors may be at work
here. Research on other signed languages has suggested
that the type of movement being described (Engberg-
Pedersen, 1993; Supalla, 1990), the signer’s choice of
perspective on the event (Brennan, 1992), or the poten-



junction with, and serve to complement, adapted
versions of assessments instruments that evaluate lan-
guage used in more naturalistic, communicative set-
tings, such as the Sign Communication Proficiency In-
terview (Caccamise & Newell, 1995).

Nevertheless, the data discussed here demonstrate
that the development of such an assessment instrument
still lies ahead. In the case of the NVP and NVC tasks,
an unexpected amount of lexical variation in Auslan
noun-verb pairs and a number of methodological short-
comings of the test design have made the immediate
use of our adaptation of the NVP and NVC tests prob-
lematic, although our results suggest that a subset of
the target items might be suitable for use as part of an
Auslan test battery. More work is needed to find addi-
tional examples of noun-verb pairs that exhibit less
variation, and some of the original Supalla et al. (in
press) materials need to be modified to ensure test
validity. Moreover, recent work on phonological pro-
cesses at work in connected signing needs to be taken
into account in the redesign of the NVP task. Our ini-
tial results from the SOC task are encouraging, al-
though the test design may need to be modified to avoid
the possibility that the sign order rules may be deduced
by the participant from the practice items. The data
from the VMP task show that a significant amount
of variation in the choice of classifier handshape mor-
pheme appears possible, yet this aspect of signed lan-
guage grammar has not been widely documented in the
literature. The amount of data generated by this task
also makes analysis and scoring time-consuming and
difficult. Further modifications of the test design are
thus necessary before the VMP task can be incorpo-
rated into an Auslan assessment battery.

Overall, our data have a number of implications for
signed language test design. First, our study results
highlight that we need to be extremely cautious when
attempting to adapt testing materials from other signed
languages. The Supalla et al. (in press) Test Battery for
American Sign Language Morphology and Syntax has
been widely referred to in the sign linguistics litera-
ture, and its authors suggest that it may be adapted for
other signed languages, yet our research indicates that
its use is not unproblematic; more attention needs to
be paid to issues surrounding its reliability and validity.
Second, as we have attempted to do here, information
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tial for modification of an existing lexical sign (Sutton-
Spence & Woll, 1999) all may play a role. The interplay
between these influences is not well understood in Aus-
lan and requires further investigation. This appears to
be equally true for ASL. Supalla et al. (in press) do not
claim to provide an exhaustive list of acceptable alter-
native hand configurations in ASL, but they do not
suggest where else this information may be obtained.
Thus, we are unable to assess whether or not the degree
of variability we have found is within the range ex-
pected by the designers of the original test battery.

Thus, the VMP results from the native signers in
this study did not provide us with the kind of norma-
tive data that would make design of an assessment tool
a straightforward task. Furthermore, the sheer volume
of data and the complexity of the coding required for
the VMP (each of the 80 responses must be coded for
manner, path, location, direction, and referent class of
object) will make it difficult to use as an assessment
tool. Like the NVP and NVC, the VMP task will re-
quire substantial modification before it is included in
the revised version of the Auslan test battery.

Conclusions

The Test Battery for Auslan Morphology and Syntax
project has both theoretical and practical significance.
The current research literature does not provide a de-
tailed description of the grammatical features of Aus-
lan and their use by a range of native signers from
different regional and social varieties. This project will
thus contribute to our understanding of the morpho-
syntactic structure of Auslan, indicate areas that re-
quire more systematic investigation, and enable us to
begin cross-linguistic comparisons, especially between
ASL and Auslan.

An improved understanding of the grammar of
Auslan will also eventually lead to the production of
a valid and reliable battery of tests for the assessment
of grammatical proficiency in Auslan. Appropriately
modified versions of this test battery, normed on dif-
ferent populations, will have application in a range of
settings, such as bilingual programs for deaf children,
in the teaching of Auslan as a second language, and
possibly also in the training and accreditation of Aus-
lan/English interpreters. They could be used in con-
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about the sources of normative data for this test battery
and other signed language assessment instruments
needs to be shared with researchers in the field. Third,
our results suggest that our understanding of signed
language grammatical systems and patterns of sociolin-
guistic variation, even for a well-documented signed
language such as ASL, remains patchy, and we must
undertake more detailed descriptive investigation be-
fore we can confidently design valid and reliable mea-
sures of signed language grammatical proficiency.

Received October 16 2000; revisions received April 12, 2001; ac-
cepted April 12, 2001

Notes

1. The linguistic terminology used in the Auslan Develop-
mental Checklist was adapted from the appendix in Johnston
(1989a). This appendix was, however, written for second lan-
guage learners of Auslan, and the terminology is thus somewhat
simplified. It was never intended for use in research of this
nature.

2. It is possible that hearing children from deaf families may
also be considered native signers. Anecdotal reports suggest that
Auslan skills in this group do appear to vary, however, depending
on the language actually used in the home. When norms are
available for the deaf native signing population, we will be able
to more accurately assess the skills in the hearing native signer
population.

3. Like the Verb Agreement Production test, the Verb Re-
versal Production test elicits signs that show verb agreement. Be-
cause of this, and owing to funding and time restraints, we chose
not to include this test in our Auslan version of the test battery.

4. Following Jansma et al. (1997), we refer to the various
sections of the draft test as “tasks” rather than “tests.”

5. We hope to be able to report on the analysis of the re-
maining data in future volumes of this journal.

6. Work by Launer (1982), using elicitation materials on
which the Supalla et al. (in press) NVP test is based, appears,
however, to have reached a similar conclusion for ASL.

7. We do not intend to suggest that brow raise is the only
possible form of topic-marking in Auslan. There may be other
forms of nonmanual and prosodic marking for topicalization, as
have been reported for BSL (Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999).

8. The use of the term classifier to refer to the handshape
component of polymorphemic verbs of motion and location is
somewhat problematic, but we have continued to use it here be-
cause there is as yet no widely accepted alternative term (Schem-
bri, 2000).

9. The data are discussed in full in Schembri (forthcoming).
10. Note that, unlike what was originally reported for ASL

by Supalla (1982), the variant of the Legs handshape with fingers
held either slightly curved or fully bent was used in verbs de-
scribing the motion of both human and animal referents.

11. Supalla et al. (in press) refer to the Gvert handshape as

Gperson when it is used to describe the motion of animate refer-
ents (although the two handshapes are identical). Because it is
used for nonhuman referents in Auslan, we do not use this termi-
nology here.

12. In most cases, it seems clear that the use of the Vehicle
and Plane handshapes is the result of contact with ASL signers.
Most of the participants who used these classifier handshapes
have spent some time studying or working in North America.
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