Semantics Project
INT 253 Comparative Linguistics
By: Ashley Paul
Description of Project: 
I interviewed three people. Two were Deaf and the other was hard-of-hearing (soon to be completely deaf).  I gave each of the participants a copy of a pre-made form.  This form contained six different sentences, and on the right the “Semantic Meanings” table, which included the six different meanings demonstrated in the sentences.  The English word of choice was: “stand.” The interviews were all done at different times, and none of the participants were able to see each others’ answers.  Below are the results of this test.
Background Information:
Participant #1: Early 20’s; male; hard-of-hearing, but has 
hearing aids to enhance his residual hearing; grew up in the mainstream; parents do not know sign language; can speak for himself and can read lips fairly well; late American Sign Language (ASL) user - uses some ASL but mostly S.E.E.; freshman at a University.

Participant #2: Late 30’s; male; Deaf; can speech-read very well; main mode of communication is ASL unless he is dealing with a hearing person who knows little or no sign language; grew up in residential schools, but mainstreamed later on in life; never attended college.
Participant #3: Late 50’s; female; Deaf of Deaf; not a whole lot of English background; grew up in residential schools; has taught 100 level to 200 level ASL classes to hearing and deaf individuals; main mode of communication is ASL.
Note: The names of the participants of this study have been left out for confidential purposes.  All of the pertinent information is mentioned above.

Different Semantic Meanings for “Stand”

Directions: In the box, mark which meaning best fits the word “stand” demonstrated in the corresponding sentences.  If none of the words fit the meanings shown in the table, write your own in the column titled “Other.”
X = Participant #1

0 = Participant #2
# = Participant #3

1. Ashley, please stand up.

2. Ashley, stand by what you believe.
3. E.G. stands for example.
4. In rough times, will you stand by me?

5. Ugh! I can’t stand that!
6. Don’t be nervous, take a stand! 
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Analysis:
It is interesting to look at the results of this project and see how different each participant’s answers turned out to be.  As a hearing person, and as the person who set up this study, I was certain that I knew how each individual would answer the provided questions.  I thought there was only one right answer for every question.  In analyzing the results, however, you can see that there are multiple correct answers for each.  
For example, in the sentence: “Ashley, stand by what you believe” one person said that the sign SUPPORT would fit best in the sentence.  At first, that is what I believed as well.  I now realize that CONTINUE to believe, and BE-CONFIDENT in what you believe also work. Another example is shown in the sentence: “Don’t be nervous, take a stand!”  Two out of three people wrote down that BE-CONFIDENT fit best, but the third maintained that the sign SUPPORT was the best fit, in a way that means “support yourself.”  
Most of the sentences were marked unanimously, meaning that all of the participants checked off the same semantic meanings for those sentences.  I think this was due to a lack of scholarly and challenging sentences on my part; however, the goal was not to confuse the participants, but to get them thinking of meaning transfer from English into ASL.  
Conclusion:


This study has hinted at the fact that different educational backgrounds, ages, and genders can affect how well an English sentence can be translated into American Sign Language.  You have seen that ambiguous sentences can be somewhat harder to translate, and conversely, that more definite sentences, like “Ashley, please stand up” are easier to translate.  

Although this study yielded some interesting results, it is only just a stepping stone to a much larger study.  I would be very interested and intrigued to complete a much larger study, one with additional participants of varying ages, educational backgrounds, and gender.  
If I ever do another project like this I think I will change the level of difficulty of the study.  I will choose more abstract and unclear sentences in order to benefit fully from the results of the study.  I had a lot of fun with this study, and I feel that I have learned a lot.

