
 

 

Starting to make sense: To a further development of a nonsense sign repetition task 
 Preference: Oral or poster presentation 

Name & Affiliation 
Introduction. Few tests are available to measure sign language development in general, and to 
discover a sign language delay or impairment in particular (Mason et al. 2010). This is unfortunate, 
since such tests are crucial for gaining insight into L1 and L2 language development and 
appropriate language interventions. To adapt to this problem, Klomp (2015) developed a nonsense 
sign repetition task (NSRT) for adult users of Sign Language of the Netherlands (Nederlandse 
Gebarentaal, NGT). This task is based on an NSRT that had previously been developed for British 
Sign Language (BSL) and is meant to measure phonological skills (Marshall, Denmark & Morgan 
2006). The current study will establish norm scores for the NGT NSRT and focus on the research 
questions below. The study will be completed before 2018.  
The task. Participants see two nonsense signs followed by a blue screen (with a duration of six 
seconds), during which the participants must repeat the two signs. There are 36 signs in total. 
Importantly, the nonsense signs follow the phonotactic rules of NGT but are nonexistent in NGT. 
Mann et al. (2010) have shown for BSL that different phonological properties (e.g. movement, 
handshape, Brentari 2002) can influence the complexity of the sign: signs with a complex 
handshape are more difficult to repeat than signs with a simple handshape, signs with a combined 
movement are more difficult than signs with a single movement, and signs with an internal 
movement are more difficult than signs with a path movement. The NGT NSRT therefore has signs 
of different complexities (see Table 1). Klomp (2015) and Zijlstra (2017) carried out the NSRT with 
ten and eleven hearing (near-)native bilinguals in NGT and Dutch, respectively. Although both 
authors focused on issues that are less relevant for the current study, the obtained results on the 
NSRT are a good first step in establishing norm scores for the test. Furthermore, Klomp confirmed 
that, also for NGT, signs with a complex handshape and/or movement cluster are more difficult to 
repeat than signs with a simple handshape and/or single movement. The next crucial step before the 
NSRT can be used in practice for the aforementioned purposes is conducting the test with deaf L1 
signers of NGT. In addition, for nonsense word repetition tasks it is known that scoring per 
phoneme (is every phoneme repeated correctly?) yield similar results as scoring per whole item (is 
the item as a whole repeated correctly?) (Graf Estes et al. 2007). Klomp (2015) and Zijlstra (2017) 
scored per phoneme; however, scoring per item is considerably less time-consuming. Therefore, it 
is useful to investigate whether both strategies provide similar results for the NGT NSRT. 
Aims & hypotheses. In the following two months, eleven deaf L1 users of NGT will perform the 
NSRT and their results will be compared to those reported in Klomp (2015) and Zijlstra (2017). Our 
questions and hypotheses: Q.a. Do deaf L1 signers perform differently from hearing bilingual 
signers on the NGT NSRT? H.a. Deaf signers perform better, as we expect them to have more 
experience in signing than the hearing bilingual subjects. Q.b. Do signers perform equally on signs 
with a path movement and signs with an internal movement? H.b. Signers perform better on signs 
with a path movement compared to signs with an internal movement, since this was found for BSL 
(Mann et al. 2010). Q.c. Do phoneme based scores yield the same results (in the form of ranking 
from best to worst) as whole item based scores? H.c. Both ways of scoring yield similar results, 
since this was found for nonsense word repetition tasks (Graf Estes et al. 2007).   
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Table 1. Levels of phonological complexity of the items in the NGT NSRT (Klomp 2015: 47) 

 Handshape 

Simple Complex 
Movement   

Path Level 1a Level 2a 

Internal Level 1b Level 2b 

Path & internal Level 1c Level 2c 


