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Foreword by the Hong Kong Deaf Association of the Deaf

The Hong Kong Association of the Deaf welcomes the publication of this unique
trilingual dictionary of Hong Kong Sign Language (HKSL), which is regarded as the
mother tongue of the Deaf in Hong Kong and is commonly used among the local Deaf
people. There have been no systematic documentation of HKSL and no formal
curriculum devised to teach the language to the local hearing people and deaf children.
The past few decades saw a rapid development of the society and demands are there
for HKSL to enrich its lexicon. Hence, this unique dictionary comes in timely, thanks
to the efforts of Prof. Gladys Tang and her research team over the past decade. For our
prolonged involvement with the deaf community, we have no doubt about the status
of HKSL as an independent language and we believe this dictionary will help confirm
its status and bridge the gap between the Deaf and the Hearing people in Hong Kong.
More importantly, it is our hope that this dictionary will kindle people’s interest in
sign language analysis and pave the way for enhancing opportunities for quality deaf

education.
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Part I. Introduction
1.  Background of the dictionary project

Between 1993 and 1996, James Woodward and Gladys Tang obtained two grants:
A Study of Sign Language Varieties in Hong Kong (Research Grant Council #2110008)
and Asian-Pacific Sign Language/Deaf Studies Research & Training Program (CUHK
Strategic Research Grant #SRP9302) to launch an investigation into the varieties of
Hong Kong Sign Language (HKSL). During that period, they had documented a set of
signs either adopted by the local deaf signers or included in the manuals published by
the deaf organizations and the Hong Kong Government (Goodstadt 1972, Hong Kong
Education Department 1990). Woodward and Tang’s work provides a source of data
for the current dictionary. Thanks to digital technology, these HKSL signs were
recaptured and analyzed using the phonological theories advanced in sign linguistics

research.
This dictionary serves two purposes:

e Being trilingual, the dictionary enables hearing Chinese or English users to
access the lanéuage and to appreciate the properties of deaf sign language. The
deaf signers of HKSL are able to gain knowledge of the correspondence
between HKSL and the two spoken languages commonly adopted in the local
community.

e [t is hoped that the linguistic information documented for each sign entry will

contribute to the development of sign linguistics research in Hong Kong.

This dictionary documents 1982 signs that either appeared in the earlier manuals
of HKSL or are used commonly in Hong Kong nowadays. They were verified by five
native to near-native deaf signers of HKSL and the members of the Hong Kong
Association of the Deaf at various stages of the dictionary project. Yet, the signs
contained in the dictionary are by no means exhaustive; we believe that there are signs
that await to be uncovered in future research. Also, readers will notice that the
dictionary involves the ‘frozen signs’ as far as possible. Frozen signs are those
individual signs that are fixed in form over time and are relatively stable in terms of
their form-meaning correspondence (Brennan 1992). However, one should not ignore
the fact that in sign language, there is an ‘on-line’ dimension of creative lexical usage,
by which we mean the signer ‘creates’ meaningful signing as the discourse progresses,
by combining the different values of the phonological parameters of natural sign
language. Classifier predicates are a case in point. This category of signs is observed

in the natural sign languages thus far and they are typical examples of ‘productive

(1]



signs’ under study so far. They also pose a challenge to deaf child learners as they are
usually acquired late, probably due to the fact that space is involved in the
construction of grammatical meaning. While compiling the dictionary, we observed
that some classifier predicates have been lexicalized over time to become frozen signs.

In Appendix 5 we list the classifier handshapes adopted in HKSL.

The signs in this dictionary are not meant to reflect a ‘standard’ variety of HKSL.
On the contrary, the documentation proceeds with the assumption that variations
should be recorded as far as possible. Therefore, readers may find a number of signs
sharing the same meaning at various places. Hopefully, this dictionary will kindle
people’s interest in analyzing sign variation from the perspective of some
well-attested sociolinguistic variables such as age, social class, ethnic or regional
background and gender; only then will we be able to understand the relationship

between HKSL and other sign language varieties.

2. Organization of the dictionary

The dictionary is organized into four parts. In Part I, we aim to show the readers
how to use the dictionary. Part Il describes the development of sign linguistics as a
discipline of research and the history of sign linguistics research in Hong Kong. Part
[T includes the indices of the page numbers for individual handshapes, the English
translations and the Chinese translations for citation purpose, to be followed by an
analysis of the signs collected for the dictionary project. In this section, each sign
entry is represented with one or a set of images depicting as far as possible how it is
articulated in real time. There is also linguistic information for each entry and the way

the information is presented will be discussed in Part I1. Part IV includes:

(a) examples of number signs (Appendix 1);

(b) manual alphabets (Appendix 2);

(c) examples of local place signs (Appendix 3);

(d) examples of foreign place signs (Appendix 4);

(e) classifiers and referents (Appendix 5); and -

(f) alist of phonological features (Appendix 6)

3. Organization of signs

The signs in this dictionary are organized according to initial handshapes
observed in the signs. These handshapes are presented in Table 1 of Part II. In that
table, each handshape is assigned a handshape symbol. Most of these symbols are
adapted from Stokoe et al. (1976) and Brien (1992). The small marks on some of the

(2]



symbols represent some specific values of handshape configuration. For instance, ‘A’
with a dot on top (A) is associated with a handshape that has an extended unopposed
thumb (7). I

N

with three dots on top (T) is associated with flexion of the selected,
with the pinky finger at the non-base joints () (see Figs. 2 & 3). Each handshape
consists of at most four categories of signs arranged according to the principle of
classification discussed in the sign linguistics literature: one-handed signs come
before two-handed signs; the latter category is further divided into three types of
two-handed signs. Some handshapes may have all four categories and some have
fewer (see Fig. 1). Within each category, signs articulated in the neutral signing space
are presented first, followed by signs produced at specific body locations starting from
the head, trunk, down to the arm and the non-dominant hand, and finally the legs (see
Fig. 2).

Figure 1. Classification of signs

I-handed 2-handed 2-handed 2-handed
signs signs signs signs
Type 1: Type 2: Type 3:
Double dez Manual-tab, Manual-tab,
Figure 2. Order of presentation
Signs at Signs at Signs at Signs at Signs at Signs at
neutral head torso arms non- > legs
space dominant
hand (H2)

4. How to locate information in the dictionary

There are two ways to locate a sign in the dictionary. One may:

(a) Consult the handshape listed at the top of the page. Also, one may consult the
table of contents in which the page numbers of individual handshapes are listed;
(b) Consult the indices in Part III. The English translations are arranged in
alphabetical order and the Chinese translations are arranged in terms of the
number of strokes of the first character of the Chinese translations. Each

translation is accompanied by an entry number.
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