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1 INTRODUCTION 

Spontaneous narratives of personal experience form a narrative genre which is in 

some ways the polar opposite of performance literature. The LSQ88 corpus of 

spontaneous conversation contains several such narratives produced by different 

signers. 

As this genre has received little attention in the sign language research literature, 

we analyse its properties in relation to those of performance literature on the basis of a 

spontaneous narrative about teaching signs to hearing children, which contains an 

embedded performance narrative, << The Tortoise and the Hare >>. 

In this talk, we contrast the range of evaluation types used in the matrix << 

Children >> narrative and other spontaneous narratives with the more restricted, 

embedded evaluations in the << Tortoise >> story.  We explain this distinction as a 

function of the degree of formal structure imposed on a narrative, with the overall goal 

of developing a typology for sign language narratives. 

2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
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In order to analyse the << hearing children >> narrative, we applied the 

framework proposed in Labov (1972). We identified the linguistic structures that 

characterise each of the narrative components concentrating specifically on the 

evaluation component and its role in eliciting feedback. According to Labov, a fully-

formed narrative may show the following elements : 

l. Abstract 

2. Orientation 

3. Complicating action 

4. Evaluation 

5. Result or resolution 

6. Coda 

Labov defines the abstract as a clause or series of clauses that summarize the 

whole story. It is common for a narrative to start with an abstract. As for the 

orientation component, it is found at the beginning of the narrative as well because it 

is important to mention who the story is about, where it takes place, when it takes 

place and who plays what role in the situation being recounted. The complicating 

action component tells the audience what happened. It is the body of the narrative.  

The result or resolution component tells what finally happened.  It usually follows 

the complicating action. The final component, the coda, is a way to return to the 

present time, filling the gap between the time of the event retold and the time it is 

retold. 

A further component, the evaluation, can be found anywhere through a 

narrative. The point of evaluation is to answer why the narrative of personal 

experience is worth retelling, what point it makes. Labov defines two types of 
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evaluation, one which is internal to the narrative and one which is external to it. In 

order to explain the difference between the two, we will say that when the narrator is 

talking directly to the addressee, we have external evaluation and the pace of the 

narrative is suddenly broken. Internal evaluation takes place within the structure 

itself of narrative syntax, of morphology and even of phonology. 

3 RESULTS 

In our corpus we have been able to isolate the six elements described in Labov's 

framework. One of them, evaluation, has the particularity of showing up in the other 

parts of the narrative. To illustrate, consider this image : evaluation is just like a 

translucent shade superimposed on the story. First, we will show which parts of the 

narrative are identified as belonging to the abstract, the orientation, the complicating 

action, the resolution and the coda. Then, we will illustrate the clauses and elements of 

the narrative identified as evaluation and we will indicate in which part of the narrative 

they are found. Also, we will show how evaluation takes place linguistically and 

which linguistic devices are used in LSQ for purposes of evaluation. 

3.1 Deconstruction of a narrative 

3.1.1 Abstract 

As we explained earlier, this part is intended to resume the whole story. In our 

narrative it was the second element found. The narrator is telling us how she managed, 

with creativity and imagination, to teach a group of hearing kids a few signs. First, she 

taught them n-iime and then because they were especially energetic, she started 

teaching them signs. 

3.1.2 Orientation 
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The first component to be found in our narrative is the orientation. The signer is 

setting the characters, the situation, the place and the time of the event. She begins by saying 

that she was working for the deaf visual theater with a hearing interpreter she had hired for 

the event. Then, she says that she had had a contract for a workshop in order to teach hearing 

kids signs and that she went there with the same interpreter. She also mentioned that the 

person in charge of the festival was a kind hearing man and that he got in touch with her 

through a contact of hers, a girl she had met in junior college. She also says that she had been 

hired especially because of her deafness, since, she says, this was a new  interest of the 

workshop organisers and that they usually were doing dance shows, fashion shows, etc. with 

the hearing kids. At the moment she is telling the story, she had been going there for two 

weeks and the kids were aged 6 to 9 years old. 

Time: 2 weeks ago 

Place : sumn-ier festival (in the countryside near Montreal) 

Characters : the narrator, her hearing interpreter, the kind hearing man, her 
contact, the kids 

Situation : The narrator has been hired to address the hearing kids because she is deaf 
and this is something completely new. 

3.1.3 Complicating action 

When the complicating action starts, the narrator says that she was in front of the 

hearing kids with the interpreter on her right and that she took advantage of the interpreter to 

model a greeting in LSQ for the kids. She looked to the interpreter and signed << Hi! >>, the 

interpreter answered << Hi! >> then, she signed << How are you? >> and the interpreter 

signed << I'm fine >>. Then, she turned to the kids in front of her and she signed the same 

two signs and the kids answered her, they all understood. She then told the kids that they 
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were capable of understanding signs and that they were ready to learn other signs. She says 

<< They were all excited and enthusiastic! >>, << They were incredibly quick at leaming 

signs >>, But at the beginning the contact between her and the children was not so 

good because she was not so comfortable at first, but from the moment she got to be 

relaxed and comfortable with them, they progressed really rapidly and now they are 

amazing ! , << When I asked them who wants to participate, every single kid wanted 

to ! >>, << I taught them the fable The Tortoise and the Hare (... ) at the same time, 

the interpreter was translating everything and it was going so well. >>. In this 

component of the narrative she is explaining how she managed to tell them the fable, 

how she was able to teach them a few signs and how she got the hearing kids to play 

a role in the tale.  She taught them signs that were part of the fable because when she 

asked the kids if they wanted to learn those signs, they really wanted to. From the 

moment she started teaching those signs, they (her and the kids) just got rid of the 

interpreter. The narrator is insisting on the fact that the kids had blocked their ears 

and they didn't need the support of the interpreter to understand what she was 

teaching them. She said that she found it funny to see the kids with their hands on 

their ears. After that, she asked the kids if they wanted to come join her on the stage 

and they all went, then she modeled TORTOISE-WIN and RABBITLOSE. Although 

the hearing kids signs were not perfect, they all managed to sign what she had 

modeled. 

3.1.4 Resolution 

At the end of the narrative everything was all right : she first congratulated the 

kids for their good performance in signing and the kids were proud of themselves. She 

then told them about the reason why she was deaf. She makes the distinction between 

her being deaf and their being hearing by comparing them to the interpreter, who is 
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hearing. The kids are fascinated by what she is saying and she says << Are you 

surprised that I'm normal although I'm deaf ? >>. Then a kid told her << I know the 

signs for the alphabet >>; she says << Come here and show me how you do them >>. 

When the kid shows her the letters, he only manages to form them approximately but 

she still thinks it is cute. 

 

3.1.5 The coda 

In order to end the narrative and come back to the present moment, the narrator 

says << It was a funny experience, now the kids are aged from 6 to 9 years old. It 

was great >> 

3.2 The evaluation 

The evaluation component was found through all the narrative, embedded in the 

other sequentially ordered components.  Labov explains the evaluation component of 

narratives as a means of explaining the relevance of the story to the audience : In other 

words, evaluation answers the audience's potential question : << So what ? >>.  In 

order to answer this question, we have to take account of the spontaneous context of 

the conversation containing this narrative of personal experience.  We must first of all 

determine what it is that leads the narrator to tell this story.  In the corpus there are 

three signers, one of the whom was expressing his disbelief that a hearing person and a 

deaf person could get along, communicate and accomplish things together.  It is right 

after this intervention that the narrator starts with her narrative of personal experience 

to show her addressee how possible it is for her to communicate and work with hearing 

people and how well everybody gets along.  Only from this point, where the point of 
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telling the story has been identified, can we extract from all components of the 

narrative tokens illustrating the linguistic devices used for external and internal 

evaluation. 

At this point, we can hypothesise that the external evaluation is realised, for example, as 

rhetorical questions, eye gaze and so on.  As for internal evaluation, we can hypothesise that 

emphasis as well as different particular types of syntactic constructions will play a role in this 

component. 
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