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The Effect of Encoding Ways and Characteristics of
Fingerspelling on the Processing of Chinese Sign Language
Words for Deaf Students

Jia Ling"”, Lei Jianghua', Gong Huina', Zhang Fen', Chen Ying'
(‘College of Education, Central China Normal University, Wuhan, 430079)

(* College of Elementary Education, Xinjiang Normal University,Urumqi, 830017)

Abstract Sign language is the first language for the deaf, playing a significant role in their cognitive development and daily communication.
Fingerspelling is an integral part of sign language, which possessed the characteristics of both sign language and verbal language, and is regarded
as the bridge connecting these two different modes of language. At present, numerous research achievements from various perspectives have been
made in regard to fingerspelling in English. However, little attention has been paid to Chinese fingerspelling. Furthermore, most of the existing
studies have mainly adopted descriptive approaches as major methodology, and little attention has been paid to further studies on cognitive processing
characteristics of lexical fingerspelling words. In this paper, participants were high middle school students recruited from deaf schools, aged between
16~23 years old. All the experimental programs were designed by E-prime 2.0 Software. Two experiments were carried out to explore the effects of
encoding ways and the characteristics of lexicalized fingerspelling words on the processing of Chinese sign language words for deaf students. A 2
(encoding ways: fingerspelling coding / phonological coding) x 2 (types of words: lexicalized fingerspelling words / sign words) within-participants
design was used to explore the characteristics of processing different kinds of sign language words in Experiment 1. Further, we conducted Experiment
2 which adopted a 2 (encoding ways: fingerspelling encoding / phonological encoding) x 2 (position of fingerspelling: front / back) x 2 (fingerspelling
formation pattern: original / transformed) with-participants design. The aim of Experiment 2 was to further explore the encoding modes in processing
fingerspelling words with different characteristics, such as position of fingerspelling and the fingerspelling formation pattern. The procedure of formal
test was as follows: firstly, a sign language word would appear on the computer screen. Secondly, a fingerspelling alphabet or phoneme alphabet would
appear. After that, participants were asked to decide by keyboard whether there was a containment relationship between the former words and the latter
alphabet or not. The results were as follows: (1) The performance in fingerspelling encoding mode task was more accurate than that in phonological
mode task for both types of words, and the respond time in fingerspelling encoding was shorter than in phonological encoding, indicating that the
preferred encoding mode of deaf students in processing sign language words was fingerspelling; (2) Significant difference due to the types of words
was also obtained. Fingerspelling words had higher accuracy rate and shorter response time than sign words, showing that the processing way between
two types of words (fingerspelling and sign language words) might be different for the deaf, and fingerspelling probably played an intermediary role
in encoding of sign language word; (3) The interaction effect between position and formation of fingerspelling was also significant, specifically, the
processing speed for fingerspelling words with the phoneme in front was significantly faster than those in back; and the performance for fingerspelling
words with original formation pattern was better than those with transformed formation pattern. To sum up, for deaf students, fingerspelling does work
in processing different types of sign language words, which interacts with the characteristics of fingerspelling sign language words.
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