
attention in asl

attention in asl is a crucial component of effective communication within American Sign Language (ASL).
Understanding how to express and capture attention in ASL involves more than just a single sign; it
encompasses facial expressions, body language, and contextual cues that enhance clarity and engagement. This
article explores the various ways attention is conveyed in ASL, including the specific signs used, cultural
importance, and practical applications. Additionally, it addresses how attention in ASL differs from spoken
language cues and the role it plays in ensuring smooth conversations. By examining these elements, readers will
gain a comprehensive understanding of attention in ASL and its significance in Deaf culture and communication.
The following sections will cover definitions, common signs, non-manual signals, and tips for effectively using
attention-getting strategies in ASL.
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Understanding Attention in ASL

Attention in ASL refers to the methods and signs used to capture or direct someone’s focus during
communication. Unlike spoken languages, which rely heavily on vocal tone and volume, ASL uses a combination
of manual signs and non-manual signals to indicate the need for attention. These signals are essential for
initiating conversations, ensuring comprehension, and maintaining engagement between signers. The concept of
attention in ASL also involves recognizing social norms and cultural practices within the Deaf community to
avoid misunderstandings.

The Role of Visual Attention

Since ASL is a visual language, visual attention is paramount. A signer must ensure that the person they are
communicating with is looking at them or aware of their presence before starting a conversation. This often
involves using specific signs or gestures designed to attract visual focus without startling or interrupting
abruptly. Visual attention facilitates better understanding and interaction within ASL conversations.

Differences from Spoken Language Attention Techniques

In spoken languages, attracting attention might involve calling out a name or using vocal inflections. In ASL,
however, because communication is sight-dependent, attention-getting techniques rely on physical gestures and
facial expressions. This includes tapping someone gently, waving, or using specific attention signs. These
methods are designed to be polite and culturally appropriate within the Deaf community.

Common Signs for Attention in ASL

Several standardized signs are used to indicate attention in ASL. These signs vary depending on the context and



urgency but generally serve to alert or invite the recipient to focus on the signer. Understanding these common
signs is essential for anyone learning ASL or communicating with Deaf individuals.

“LOOK” Sign

The “LOOK” sign is one of the most frequently used signs to get someone’s visual attention. It mimics the
action of looking or directing eyes toward the signer or an object of interest. This sign is performed by pointing
at the eyes and then directing the hand outward. It clearly signals the need for the other person to focus
visually.

“HEY” or Attention-Getting Signs

“HEY” or similar attention-getting signs often involve a wave or a quick hand gesture toward the person.
These gestures are casual but effective ways to signal that the signer wants to communicate or has
something important to share. The exact form can vary by region or preference but generally includes a slight
movement of the hand within the signer’s line of sight.

Physical Tapping or Light Touch

In some situations, a gentle tap on the shoulder or arm is used to gain attention. This method is typically
reserved for close interactions and is done carefully to respect personal space and cultural norms. It is a
direct way to ensure the person is aware of the signer’s presence.

Non-Manual Signals Enhancing Attention

Non-manual signals (NMS), such as facial expressions, eye gaze, and body posture, play an integral role in
conveying attention in ASL. These signals complement manual signs and often provide context or emphasis that
cannot be achieved through hand gestures alone.

Facial Expressions

Facial expressions are vital for expressing urgency, politeness, or emphasis when seeking attention. For example,
raising eyebrows can signal a question or a need for focus, while a serious expression might indicate importance.
These expressions help the recipient interpret the tone and intent behind the attention-getting signs.

Eye Gaze

Maintaining eye contact or directing eye gaze toward the person or object of focus is an essential signal in
ASL. It guides the recipient’s attention visually and confirms that the signer is ready to communicate. Shifting
gaze appropriately can indicate transitions in conversation or highlight specific points.

Body Orientation and Movement

Turning the body toward the person and using purposeful movements can enhance the effectiveness of attention-
getting signs. Leaning in slightly or positioning oneself within the recipient’s line of sight are subtle but
impactful ways to ensure communication is noticed and understood.



Cultural Significance of Attention in ASL

Attention-getting in ASL is deeply tied to Deaf culture and social etiquette. Understanding these cultural
nuances is important to avoid miscommunication or perceived rudeness. The methods used to gain attention
reflect respect, politeness, and the values of the Deaf community.

Respectful Attention-Getting Practices

In Deaf culture, it is customary to avoid startling or interrupting someone unexpectedly. Instead, attention is
gained through gentle, respectful signs and gestures. For example, waving or tapping lightly is preferred over
loud noises or sudden movements. These practices maintain harmony and respect during communication.

Group Settings and Attention

In group conversations, attention-getting can involve specific signs or movements to indicate a desire to speak
or direct focus. For instance, raising a hand or making eye contact with the group leader is a common way to
participate without disrupting the flow. Such conventions help manage group dynamics effectively.

Practical Tips for Getting Attention in ASL

Effective communication in ASL requires skillful use of attention-getting techniques. Whether in casual
conversation, educational settings, or professional environments, knowing how to appropriately capture
attention is essential for clarity and mutual understanding.

Strategies for Beginners

For those new to ASL, practicing common attention signs and non-manual signals is recommended. Beginners
should focus on:

Using clear, deliberate signs like “LOOK”

Incorporating facial expressions to convey intent

Ensuring visual contact before starting to sign

Being mindful of cultural etiquette when tapping or waving

Adapting Attention Techniques to Context

The context often dictates which attention-getting method is most appropriate. For example, in quiet
environments, gentle visual signals work best, while in noisy or crowded settings, physical tapping or more
pronounced gestures may be necessary. Understanding the environment and cultural expectations helps select
the right approach.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Misusing attention-getting signs can lead to confusion or offense. Common errors include:



Starting to sign without ensuring the other person is looking

Using overly aggressive or abrupt gestures

Ignoring non-manual signals that indicate readiness to communicate

Failing to respect personal space during physical attention-getting

Awareness of these pitfalls enhances respectful and effective communication in ASL.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does 'attention' mean in American Sign Language (ASL)?

In ASL, 'attention' refers to the act of focusing or directing someone's awareness towards something, often
indicated by specific signs or gestures to capture someone's focus.

How do you get someone's attention in ASL?

To get someone's attention in ASL, you can gently tap their shoulder, wave your hand in their line of sight, or
use the sign for 'look' or 'listen' to direct their focus towards you.

Is there a specific sign for 'attention' in ASL?

Yes, there is a specific sign for 'attention' in ASL, which typically involves forming a 'V' handshape near the
eyes and moving it outward to indicate looking or focusing on something.

How important is eye contact for attention in ASL communication?

Eye contact is very important in ASL as it shows engagement and helps direct attention during conversations,
ensuring that the signer and receiver are focused on each other.

Can facial expressions help convey 'attention' in ASL?

Absolutely, facial expressions play a crucial role in ASL and can emphasize the need for attention or indicate
the level of focus and seriousness of the message being communicated.

What are common mistakes to avoid when trying to get attention in ASL?

Common mistakes include not making eye contact, signing too softly or too quickly, and failing to use
appropriate facial expressions or body language, which can lead to misunderstandings or missed communication.

Additional Resources
1. Attention and Focus in American Sign Language Learning
This book explores techniques and strategies to help learners of American Sign Language (ASL) improve their
attention and focus during study. It emphasizes cognitive engagement and visual concentration, essential skills
for mastering ASL. The author provides practical exercises to enhance memory retention and comprehension in
sign language acquisition.

2. The Role of Visual Attention in ASL Communication



Focusing on the importance of visual attention in ASL, this book delves into how signers maintain engagement
and understanding through eye contact and peripheral awareness. It examines neurological and psychological
aspects that affect attention in deaf and hard-of-hearing individuals. The text also discusses how
attentional shifts influence conversational flow in sign language.

3. Mindfulness and Attention Training for ASL Users
This volume combines mindfulness practices with attention training tailored for ASL users. It offers methods
to reduce distractions and improve mental clarity when signing or interpreting. Through guided exercises,
readers learn to cultivate sustained attention, enhancing their communication effectiveness.

4. Attention Disorders in Deaf Individuals: An ASL Perspective
Addressing attention-related challenges within the deaf community, this book investigates how attention
disorders manifest and are managed among ASL users. It provides insights into diagnostic considerations and
culturally appropriate intervention strategies. The author also highlights the role of educational support in
fostering attention skills.

5. Enhancing Classroom Attention in ASL Instruction
Designed for educators, this guide presents techniques to capture and maintain students’ attention during ASL
lessons. It covers classroom management, interactive activities, and visual aids that promote active learning.
The book emphasizes creating an inclusive environment that supports diverse attention spans.

6. The Neuroscience of Attention in Sign Language Processing
This academic text explores the brain mechanisms underlying attention in the context of sign language
comprehension and production. It reviews recent research findings on neural pathways and attentional control
in deaf and hearing signers. Readers gain a deeper understanding of how attention affects linguistic processing in
ASL.

7. Attention and Memory: Foundations for ASL Fluency
Focusing on the cognitive foundations of ASL fluency, this book links attention and memory as crucial
components in language mastery. It offers strategies to strengthen working memory and attentional control
during sign language practice. The author integrates theory with practical tips to support learners at all
levels.

8. Visual Attention Techniques for ASL Interpreters
This resource is aimed at professional ASL interpreters seeking to improve their visual attention skills. It
discusses techniques to manage visual fatigue and maintain focus during long interpreting sessions. The book
also includes case studies and exercises to enhance attentional resilience.

9. Social Attention and Nonverbal Cues in ASL Interaction
Examining the social dynamics of attention in ASL conversations, this book highlights the role of gaze, facial
expressions, and body language. It explains how social attention cues facilitate turn-taking and mutual
understanding among signers. The text is valuable for both learners and researchers interested in the pragmatics
of ASL.
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