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Studies within signed language linguistics have highlighted different linguistic functions of eye gaze.
When using depicting signs, for example, signers tend to gaze at their own hands, i.e. at the projected
referent. During enactment, on the other hand, signers’ gaze behavior often reflects the gaze of the
referent in the discourse (e.g. Cuxac 2000 for LSF). Important to note, however, is that these studies do
not report on a systematic analysis of gaze behavior. Moreover, eye gaze is shown to be an important
mechanism to seek for positive evidence of understanding (e.g. Baker 1977) and as such to keep track
of common ground (Clark and Brennan 1991). As both depicting signs and enactment are less
conventionalized and less entrenched (Johnston & Schembri 2010), this coordination of understanding
might be more important and as such discourse regulating functions might overrule linguistic functions
of eye gaze. The current study aims to contribute to a better understanding of the role of eye gaze in
signed discourse by providing a first fine-grained analysis of eye gaze in 10 narratives of “Frog, where
are you?” (Mayer 1969) taken from taken from the Flemish Sign Language corpus (Van Herreweghe et
al. 2015). Results show that signers tend to alternate their gaze between the projected referent and the
interlocutor when depicting a certain action or event. Signers thus incorporate both linguistic and
discourse regulating functions of eye gaze when depicting an event space. When enacting, signers tend
to imitate the referent’s gaze and the use of eye gaze in the process of updating their common ground
seems to be less common. Further qualitative analysis will gain more insights in the achievement of
common ground during/after periods of enactment.
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