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Mouth Actions Research in Sign Languages 

Increasing research on non-manual markers in different sign languages (e.g. Pfau & Quer 
2007; Sutton-Spence & Woll 2006) has shown that apart from the hands, other 
articulators such as e.g. the body and different parts of the face are linguistically 
important for sign language communication. Actions of the mouth also fulfil certain 
linguistic functions of which many have not been clearly determined yet.  
However, there is a general distinction between mouthing and mouth gestures in sign 
languages (e.g. Crasborn et al. 2008). Mouthings refer to mouth patterns that are 
supposedly derived from language contact between signed and spoken languages. Mouth 
gestures refer to sign language inherent mouth movements.  

Example 1 (mouthing): manual sign LADDER accompanied by a mouthed ‘ladder’ 
Example 2 (mouth gesture): manual sign SHAPE-OF-ENGINE accompanied by an 
‘open, teeth clenched’ mouth 

•  Signs of Ireland Corpus from Centre for Deaf Studies, Trinity College Dublin 
•  Corpus of 40 Deaf signers (16=m, 24=f) of different ages (18-60+) from 5 locations in 

the Republic of Ireland (Dublin, Waterford, Wexford, Cork, Galway) 
•  Data was collected in 2004, annotated in 2004-7 
•  Personal stories, frog stories, Volterra picture task elicited material 

•  Data analysed for this study: personal stories of 12 signers (6=m, 6=f) from Dublin 
•  Subjects were divided into 3 different age groups: 

Age Group 1: 18-35 
Age Group 2: 40-55 
Age Group 3: 55+ 

•  Additional ELAN annotations were made 
•  Differentiation between mouthings and mouth gestures  

Subjects and Methods  

Discussion 

•  Considerable differences concerning mouth behaviour between a) men and women and b) across different age groups.  
  Substantiation of suggestions by earlier researchers that gender differences in ISL might also be visible in non-manual.  

•  Visible in male-female comparisons of one age group, as e.g. age group 2 (40-55) where 60% of the women’s manual signs are accompanied by a language 
contact induced mouthing while only 39% of the men’s manuals are accompanied by mouthings.  

•  Most obvious in age group 3: 45% of the women’s and only 12% of the men’s signs are accompanied by mouthings. More than half of the signs of the men older 
than 55 (56%) are not accompanied by any mouth action at all. 

•  Generational comparisons: increasing use of mouthings in men - category grows from 12% in age group 3 to 52% in age group 1. Similar development in 
women: use of mouthings grows from 45% in age group 3 to 75% in age group 1.  

•  The female signers’ use of mouthing even in the oldest age group is still considerably higher than that of the male signers’ in the same age group.  
•  Possible reasons for gender differences: introduction of oralism to the boys’ deaf school in Ireland in the 1950s and in the 1940s to the girls’ school.  
•  Possible reasons for generational differences: older signers subjected to spoken English considerably. Younger signers who have been subjected to spoken 

English at school considerably more than the older ones, show more mouthings.  
•  Growing use of mouthings in ISL could also be retraced to more and more deaf children attending mainstream schools with special units for deaf pupils instead 

of schools for the deaf. 
•  A signer’s L1 does not seem to play a role for the use of mouthings, many of the younger signers who make extensive use of mouthings have deaf parents and 

learnt ISL as their L1 while many of the older signers not using many mouthings only learnt ISL as an L2 later in their lives.  
•  The use of mouth gestures and mouthings in female signers seem to be inter-related: the frequency of mouth gestures is relatively high in female age group 3 

(31%) and decreases with an increasing use of mouthings.  
•  In male signers it is relatively stable (32% in age group 3 and 34% in age group 1).  

  BUT: a decrease in mouth gestures in both male and female signers of age group 2.  
•  Summary:  

1.  Gender differences in ISL are not only visible on the lexical level but also in non-manuals such as mouth actions.  
2.  The medium of instruction at school and especially oralism seem to have a great impact on the use of mouth patterns.  
3.  The use of the different mouth actions is inter-related in ISL, i.e. that if the use of one type of mouth action increases, the use of the other one 

decreases and vice versa. 
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Results 
Age Group 1 (18 – 35)  Age Group 2 (40 – 55)  Age Group 3 (55+) 
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