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what is a non manual marker in asl is an essential question for understanding
the full complexity and richness of American Sign Language (ASL). Non manual
markers (NMMs) are facial expressions, head movements, and body postures that
accompany manual signs to convey grammatical information, tone, and meaning.
These markers play a crucial role in ASL syntax and semantics, often changing
the meaning of signs or sentences entirely. This article explores what non
manual markers are, their types, functions, and how they integrate into ASL
communication. Additionally, it examines their importance in fluency and
comprehension, as well as common examples used in everyday signing.
Understanding non manual markers is vital for learners, interpreters, and
anyone interested in ASL linguistics. The following sections provide a
detailed breakdown of these components and their applications in sign
language.

Definition and Overview of Non Manual Markers in ASL

Types of Non Manual Markers

Functions and Roles in ASL Grammar

Examples of Common Non Manual Markers

Importance of Non Manual Markers in Communication and Interpretation

Definition and Overview of Non Manual Markers
in ASL

Non manual markers in ASL refer to all the elements of sign language
communication that do not involve the hands. These include facial
expressions, eyebrow movements, head tilts, shoulder shifts, mouth shapes,
and body movements. They serve as integral components of the language,
providing grammatical context, emotional tone, and emphasis. Unlike spoken
languages, where tone of voice and intonation contribute to meaning, ASL
relies heavily on these visual cues to convey complex linguistic information.

Non manual markers are not optional accessories but mandatory parts of many
ASL sentences and phrases. They function similarly to punctuation or vocal
inflection in spoken languages, ensuring clarity and precision. For example,
a question in ASL often requires a specific eyebrow movement combined with a
particular head posture. Without the appropriate non manual marker, the
intended meaning may be lost or misunderstood.



Types of Non Manual Markers

Non manual markers can be categorized based on the part of the body involved
and the linguistic function they serve. Each type has unique characteristics
and uses within ASL grammar and discourse.

Facial Expressions

Facial expressions are the most prominent and varied form of non manual
markers. They convey emotional context, grammatical information, and
emphasis. For instance, raised eyebrows typically indicate yes/no questions,
while furrowed brows are used for wh-questions (who, what, where, when, why).

Head Movements

Head movements include nodding, shaking, tilting, or thrusting, which modify
the meaning of signs or signal sentence structure. A head nod can affirm a
statement, while a head shake might negate it. Head tilts often accompany
conditional or hypothetical statements.

Body Posture and Shoulder Movements

Body shifts and shoulder raises help indicate changes in perspective, turn-
taking in conversations, or contrast between ideas. For example, shifting the
body slightly to one side can represent different characters or viewpoints
within a narrative.

Mouth Morphemes

Mouth morphemes involve specific mouth shapes or movements that add
grammatical or descriptive detail. These are standardized forms such as “CHA”
to indicate something large or “TH” to show smallness or precision.

Eye Gaze

Eye gaze is a subtle but powerful non manual marker. Direction and focus of
the eyes can indicate the subject of discussion, refer to spatial
relationships, or emphasize certain elements within a signed sentence.

Functions and Roles in ASL Grammar

Non manual markers serve several critical functions in the grammar of ASL.
They are indispensable for providing syntactic structure and semantic nuance,



which are otherwise difficult to express through hand signs alone.

Indicating Sentence Types

One of the primary grammatical roles of non manual markers is to
differentiate between statement types, such as questions, commands, and
negations. For example, yes/no questions require raised eyebrows and a slight
forward head tilt, while wh-questions involve furrowed brows.

Marking Negation

Negation in ASL often involves a head shake combined with specific facial
expressions. This non manual marker negates the meaning of the manual sign,
thereby altering the sentence’s entire meaning.

Expressing Conditional and Hypothetical Statements

Conditional clauses in ASL are usually accompanied by a head tilt and a
specific facial expression that signals a hypothetical or contingent
situation. This helps clarify the logical relationship between clauses.

Emphasizing and Modifying Meaning

Non manual markers can emphasize intensity, duration, or manner of an action.
For instance, pursed lips might indicate something done carefully, and puffed
cheeks could show something done with effort or exaggeration.

Indicating Role Shift and Perspective

Role shifting, a storytelling technique in ASL, uses body posture, head
position, and eye gaze to portray different characters or viewpoints. Non
manual markers are crucial in signaling these shifts clearly to the audience.

Examples of Common Non Manual Markers

Understanding examples of common non manual markers helps illustrate their
practical use in everyday ASL communication. These examples highlight how non
manual markers enhance meaning and clarity.

* Raised Eyebrows: Used for yes/no questions, signaling inquiry and
expectation for a response.



e Furrowed Brows: Indicate wh-questions such as who, what, where, when,
and why, showing curiosity or information-seeking.

* Head Shake: Denotes negation, used to contradict or deny a statement.
e Head Nod: Confirms or agrees with a statement, often used in responses.

e Mouth Morpheme “CHA”: Suggests something large or intense, adding
descriptive detail.

e Mouth Morpheme “TH”: Indicates something small, precise, or delicate.

» Shoulder Shift: Marks a change in speaker or perspective during a
conversation or narrative.

Importance of Non Manual Markers in
Communication and Interpretation

Non manual markers are indispensable in ASL communication, as they provide
essential grammatical structure and emotional context. Their correct use is
critical for effective communication, interpretation, and translation between
ASL and spoken languages.

Enhancing Clarity and Understanding

Without non manual markers, many ASL sentences would be ambiguous or
incomplete. These markers clarify sentence type, mood, and emphasis, making
it easier for the receiver to understand the signer’s intent accurately.

Supporting Accurate Interpretation

Professional interpreters rely on non manual markers to convey the full
meaning of signed messages into spoken or written language. Missing or
misinterpreted non manual markers can result in significant errors or loss of
meaning.

Facilitating Language Acquisition

For learners of ASL, mastering non manual markers is a major step towards
fluency. They allow learners to produce and comprehend complex sentences,
achieve naturalness in signing, and participate fully in Deaf culture and
communication.



Preserving Cultural Nuance

Non manual markers carry cultural and social nuances that reflect the Deaf
community’s identity and communication style. Proper use of these markers
respects the language’s integrity and enriches interpersonal interactions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a non-manual marker in ASL?

A non-manual marker in ASL refers to facial expressions, head movements, and
body posture that are used alongside hand signs to convey grammatical
information or emotions.

Why are non-manual markers important in ASL?

Non-manual markers are crucial in ASL because they provide context, tone, and
grammatical cues such as questions, negations, and conditionals, enhancing
the clarity and meaning of signed sentences.

Can you give examples of non-manual markers in ASL?

Yes, examples include raised eyebrows for yes/no questions, furrowed brows
for wh-questions, head shaking for negation, and puffed cheeks to indicate
intensity or emphasis.

How do non-manual markers affect the meaning of a
sign?
Non-manual markers can change the meaning of a sign by adding grammatical

information or emotional nuance, making the message more precise and
expressive.

Are non-manual markers unique to ASL or found in
other sign languages?

Non-manual markers are found in many sign languages around the world, not
just ASL, as they serve similar grammatical and expressive functions
universally in signed communication.

How do beginners learn to use non-manual markers in
ASL?

Beginners learn non-manual markers through practice, observation, and
instruction, often by mimicking native signers and participating in immersive
learning environments.



Do non-manual markers only involve facial
expressions?

No, non-manual markers include facial expressions, head movements, shoulder
shifts, and body posture, all of which contribute to the grammar and
emotional tone of ASL.

Can a sentence in ASL be grammatically correct
without non-manual markers?

Often, sentences without proper non-manual markers can be ambiguous or
misunderstood, as these markers are essential for conveying grammatical
structures like questions or negations.

How do non-manual markers interact with manual signs
in ASL?

Non-manual markers work simultaneously with manual signs to provide a
complete meaning, modifying or complementing the signs to express grammar,
emotion, and emphasis effectively.

Additional Resources

1. Understanding Non-Manual Markers in American Sign Language

This book offers an in-depth exploration of non-manual markers (NMMs) in ASL,
such as facial expressions, head movements, and body posture. It explains how
these markers function as crucial grammatical components that modify meaning

and add emotional context. The text is filled with examples and illustrations
to help both learners and instructors recognize and use NMMs effectively.

2. Facial Expressions and Grammar in ASL: The Role of Non-Manual Signals
Focusing on the intersection of facial expressions and ASL grammar, this book
highlights the importance of non-manual signals. It covers how eyebrow
raises, mouth movements, and eye gaze contribute to sentence types like
questions, negations, and conditionals. Readers gain practical knowledge on
how to interpret and produce these markers in everyday signing.

3. Non-Manual Markers: A Guide for ASL Interpreters and Students

Designed specifically for interpreters and advanced students, this guide
delves into the nuances of non-manual markers. It discusses their syntactic
and semantic functions and provides strategies for accurate translation and
interpretation. Real-world scenarios and practice exercises help reinforce
comprehension and skill development.

4. The Grammar of American Sign Language: Understanding Non-Manual Features
This comprehensive grammar book includes a dedicated section on non-manual
features, detailing their role in ASL sentence structure. It explains how
non-manual markers interact with manual signs to convey complex ideas and



grammatical distinctions. The book is suitable for linguists, educators, and
advanced ASL learners seeking a scholarly perspective.

5. Expressive Signing: Using Non-Manual Markers to Enhance Communication in
ASL

Expressive Signing emphasizes the artistic and communicative power of non-
manual markers in ASL. It encourages signers to use facial expressions and
body language to add emotion, tone, and clarity to their messages. The book
contains exercises, video references, and tips for improving expressiveness
through NMMs.

6. American Sign Language Basics: Non-Manual Markers Explained

A beginner-friendly introduction to non-manual markers, this book breaks down
the basics for new learners of ASL. It clarifies the types of NMMs and their
grammatical functions, supporting learners with simple explanations and
visual aids. This resource is ideal for those starting their journey into ASL
communication.

7. Non-Manual Markers in Sign Language Linguistics

This academic text examines non-manual markers from a linguistic standpoint,
exploring their phonological, morphological, and syntactic roles. It compares
ASL with other sign languages to highlight universal and unique features of
NMMs. Linguistics students and researchers will find this book a valuable
resource for advanced study.

8. Mastering ASL Non-Manual Signals: Techniques and Practice

Focused on skill development, this practical workbook offers techniques for
mastering non-manual signals in ASL. It includes drills, role-playing
activities, and feedback strategies to help learners internalize and use NMMs
naturally. The book is suitable for classroom use or self-study.

9. The Essential Role of Non-Manual Markers in Deaf Culture and Communication
This book explores the cultural significance of non-manual markers beyond
grammar, highlighting their role in identity, storytelling, and community
bonding within Deaf culture. It combines linguistic insight with cultural
context, making it a meaningful read for those interested in the broader
implications of ASL communication.
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