
mean in sign language

mean in sign language is an essential concept to understand for effective
communication within the Deaf and hard-of-hearing communities. Sign language is a rich,
visual language that uses hand shapes, movements, facial expressions, and body language
to convey meaning. Understanding how to express the word "mean" in sign language
involves recognizing the context in which it is used, as "mean" can represent different
ideas such as intention, definition, or even unkindness. This article explores the various
ways to sign "mean" across different sign languages, including American Sign Language
(ASL), and explains the nuances involved. Additionally, it covers useful tips for learning
sign language meanings accurately and how cultural differences influence sign
interpretations. Readers will find a detailed guide on the semantics of "mean in sign
language," learning techniques, and examples to enhance comprehension and
communication skills.

Understanding the Concept of "Mean" in Sign Language

How to Sign "Mean" in American Sign Language (ASL)

Variations of "Mean" in Different Sign Languages

Contextual Usage and Interpretation

Tips for Learning Sign Language Vocabulary Effectively

Understanding the Concept of "Mean" in Sign
Language
The word "mean" can have several interpretations depending on context, such as to
signify, to intend, or to be unkind. In sign language, conveying these different meanings
requires specific signs and accompanying facial expressions. Unlike spoken languages
where tone can alter meaning, sign languages rely heavily on visual cues and grammar to
differentiate between meanings. Knowing the various meanings behind "mean" aids
learners and interpreters in choosing the appropriate sign to avoid misunderstandings.

Different Meanings of "Mean"
In spoken English, "mean" can be used in several ways:

To signify or represent: What does this word mean?

To intend or plan: I mean to finish this today.



To be unkind or harsh: That was a mean thing to say.

Each of these uses corresponds to unique signs in sign language that are often
differentiated through context and facial expressions.

Importance of Context in Sign Language
Context plays a crucial role in interpreting the meaning of signs. Since many signs can
look similar, understanding the situation, sentence structure, and accompanying non-
manual signals (NMS) such as eyebrow movement or mouth shapes is necessary to grasp
the intended meaning. For "mean," the signer’s facial expression often indicates whether
the term refers to intention, definition, or meanness.

How to Sign "Mean" in American Sign Language
(ASL)
American Sign Language has specific signs to express the different meanings of "mean."
These signs typically involve using one or both hands near the forehead or mouth area,
combined with distinctive facial expressions to clarify intent.

Sign for "Mean" as in "To Signify" or "Definition"
The sign for "mean" in the context of "to signify" or "definition" involves the dominant
hand forming the letter 'M' (three fingers folded down with thumb and pinky extended)
and moving it downward near the forehead or nose area. The hand movement is deliberate
and clear to indicate meaning or explanation.

Sign for "Mean" as in "Intend" or "Plan"
To express "mean" in the sense of intention or plan, the signer often uses a similar
handshape but combines it with a purposeful facial expression. Sometimes, the sign can be
accompanied by a slight nod or emphasis to indicate determination or intention.

Sign for "Mean" as in "Unkind" or "Mean Person"
When referring to someone being "mean" as in unkind or cruel, the sign changes
significantly. It typically involves a sharp, downward movement with a flat hand or an
open palm with fingers spread, often combined with a stern or angry facial expression.
This non-manual signal helps distinguish the negative connotation of "mean."



Example Sentences Using "Mean" in ASL

What does this word mean?: The signer uses the "mean to signify" sign with
questioning facial expression.

I mean to go home early.: The "mean to intend" sign is used with purposeful facial
cues.

He is a mean person.: The "mean unkind" sign is combined with a negative facial
expression.

Variations of "Mean" in Different Sign Languages
While American Sign Language is widely used in the United States and Canada, other
countries have their own sign languages with different signs for "mean." Understanding
these variations is important for effective communication across regions and cultures.

British Sign Language (BSL)
In British Sign Language, the sign for "mean" may differ in handshape and movement from
ASL. BSL tends to use two-handed signs more frequently, and the sign for "mean" can
involve a combination of hand movements near the mouth or forehead area, accompanied
by specific facial expressions.

Auslan (Australian Sign Language)
Auslan shares some similarities with BSL but has unique signs as well. The sign for
"mean" in Auslan often focuses on the context of intent or definition, with subtle
differences in hand orientation and movement compared to ASL.

International Sign
International Sign is a pidgin-like sign language used in international meetings and
events. It incorporates elements from various sign languages and often uses simplified or
widely recognized signs. The sign for "mean" in International Sign typically resembles the
ASL version for "to signify" to maintain clarity across diverse users.

Contextual Usage and Interpretation
Using the correct sign for "mean" depends heavily on the conversational context and the
signer’s intention. Misinterpretation can occur if signs are used without appropriate facial
expressions or if the context is unclear. Learners and interpreters must pay close attention



to these factors.

Role of Non-Manual Signals (NMS)
Non-manual signals such as eyebrow position, mouth shapes, and head movements are
integral to expressing different meanings of "mean." For example, raised eyebrows might
accompany a question about meaning, while a furrowed brow might indicate seriousness
or negativity.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Using the wrong handshape or movement for the intended meaning.

Failing to include appropriate facial expressions, which can change the meaning
entirely.

Ignoring context, which can lead to confusion between "mean" as intention and
"mean" as unkindness.

Tips for Learning Sign Language Vocabulary
Effectively
Mastering words like "mean" in sign language involves practice, exposure, and
understanding cultural nuances. Here are some strategies to enhance vocabulary
acquisition:

Practice with Native Signers
Engaging with native signers provides authentic exposure and helps learners pick up
subtle cues and natural signing styles that are not always evident in textbooks or videos.

Use Video Resources
Video demonstrations allow learners to observe hand movements, facial expressions, and
body language simultaneously, which is crucial for words with multiple meanings like
"mean."

Learn the Cultural Context
Sign languages are deeply tied to culture. Understanding the cultural context where the



language is used improves comprehension and communication effectiveness.

Regular Review and Practice
Consistent practice and reviewing vocabulary help reinforce memory and improve fluency
in using signs correctly.

Utilize Sign Language Dictionaries and Apps
Modern technology offers various tools such as apps and online dictionaries that provide
sign demonstrations and usage examples to support learners.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the sign for 'mean' look like in American
Sign Language (ASL)?
In ASL, the sign for 'mean' is typically made by forming the dominant hand into the letter
'M' (three fingers tucked under the thumb) and moving it downward from the chin area.

Are there different signs for 'mean' depending on the
context in sign language?
Yes, the sign for 'mean' can vary depending on context. For example, 'mean' as in 'to
signify' is signed differently than 'mean' as in 'being unkind.' Context and facial
expressions help clarify the intended meaning.

How do you sign 'mean' as in 'signify' in British Sign
Language (BSL)?
In BSL, 'mean' (to signify) is often signed by extending the index finger and tapping it on
the chin twice, indicating the concept of meaning or intention.

Is facial expression important when signing the word
'mean' in sign language?
Yes, facial expressions are crucial in sign language to convey the tone and context of
'mean.' For example, a stern facial expression can indicate 'mean' as in 'unkind,' while a
neutral expression accompanies 'mean' as in 'to signify.'

Can the sign for 'mean' in sign language differ between



dialects or regions?
Absolutely. Like spoken languages, sign languages have regional variations. The sign for
'mean' might differ between ASL, BSL, Auslan, and other sign languages or even within
regions of the same country.

Where can I learn the sign for 'mean' and other related
vocabulary in sign language?
You can learn signs for 'mean' and other vocabulary through online tutorials, sign
language dictionaries, mobile apps, and by taking classes from certified sign language
instructors or community organizations.

Additional Resources
1. “The Meaning Behind the Signs: Understanding Emotions in American Sign Language”
This book explores how various emotions, including the concept of "mean," are expressed
in American Sign Language (ASL). It provides detailed explanations of facial expressions,
body language, and hand signs that convey different emotional tones. Suitable for
beginners and intermediate learners, it helps readers grasp the nuances of emotional
communication in ASL.

2. “Emotions in Motion: A Guide to Expressing Feelings Through Sign Language”
Focusing on the wide range of human emotions, this guide teaches how to sign feelings
such as anger, kindness, and being mean. It includes step-by-step illustrations and tips for
using non-manual signals to enhance meaning. The book is ideal for those who want to
communicate more effectively and empathetically in sign language.

3. “Sign Language and Social Interactions: Navigating Negative Emotions”
This title addresses the challenges of expressing and interpreting negative emotions like
meanness in sign language. It delves into cultural contexts and how signers can manage
conflicts and misunderstandings. Readers will find practical advice for maintaining
respectful communication even when discussing difficult feelings.

4. “ASL Vocabulary Builder: Words for Character and Attitude”
Designed to expand your ASL vocabulary, this book covers words related to personality
traits, including "mean," "kind," "generous," and "rude." Each entry includes clear
illustrations and usage examples in everyday conversations. It’s a valuable resource for
learners who want to describe people accurately and express their attitudes.

5. “Facial Expressions and Emotional Nuance in Sign Language”
Understanding that facial expressions are integral to sign language, this book focuses on
how subtle changes can alter the meaning of signs like "mean." It offers exercises to
practice these expressions and improve emotional clarity. The book is perfect for signers
who want to communicate with greater emotional depth.

6. “Communicating Conflict: Sign Language Strategies for Difficult Conversations”
This practical guide teaches how to address conflicts and negative emotions, including
meanness, through sign language. It emphasizes respectful communication and conflict



resolution techniques suitable for signers of all levels. The book includes dialogues and
role-playing scenarios to build confidence.

7. “The Sign Language Dictionary of Emotions and Attitudes”
A comprehensive dictionary that catalogs signs related to a wide range of emotions and
attitudes, from happiness to meanness. Each term is accompanied by detailed
descriptions, variations, and cultural notes. This reference book is essential for anyone
looking to deepen their emotional vocabulary in sign language.

8. “Teaching Empathy Through Sign Language: Understanding the Impact of Words”
This educational book highlights the importance of empathy when communicating in sign
language, especially regarding negative terms like "mean." It provides lesson plans and
activities designed for educators and parents to foster emotional intelligence. Readers
learn how to promote kindness and understanding in deaf and hard-of-hearing
communities.

9. “Express Yourself: Mastering Tone and Meaning in Sign Language”
Focusing on the interplay between tone, facial cues, and hand movements, this book helps
readers master the subtlety of meaning in sign language. It covers how to express
sarcasm, seriousness, and meanness effectively without spoken words. The book is an
excellent tool for advanced learners aiming to refine their expressive skills.
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boxes, and practice exercises and quizzes throughout to reinforce retention and to track your
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gestures to music—and how meaning is connected to truth. We communicate through language,
connecting what we mean to the words we say. But humans convey meaning in other ways as well,
with facial expressions, hand gestures, and other methods. Animals, too, can get their meanings
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success of modern linguistics, a way to investigate some of the deepest questions about human
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