
asl negative signs
asl negative signs are essential components in American Sign Language that convey negation,
denial, or the absence of something. Understanding these signs is crucial for effective
communication in ASL, as negation plays a fundamental role in everyday conversations,
clarifications, and instructions. This article explores the various types of ASL negative signs, their
meanings, and how they are used in different contexts. It also discusses the grammatical structures
involving negation and offers practical tips for learners to master these signs. Whether you are a
beginner or an advanced user of ASL, gaining proficiency in negative signs will enhance your ability
to express disagreement, refusal, or the lack of something clearly and naturally. The following
sections will provide an in-depth look at common negative signs, grammar rules, and examples to
facilitate comprehensive learning.

Common ASL Negative Signs

Grammatical Usage of Negation in ASL

Contextual Applications of ASL Negative Signs

Tips for Learning and Practicing ASL Negative Signs

Common ASL Negative Signs
ASL negative signs are varied and serve different functions depending on the context. Some of the
most frequently used negative signs include “NO,” “NOT,” “DON’T,” and “NONE.” Each of these
signs has distinct handshapes and movements, which contribute to their specific meanings. Mastery
of these basic negative signs is foundational for constructing proper sentences that involve negation.

NO
The sign “NO” is one of the simplest and most recognizable negative signs in ASL. It typically
involves bringing the index and middle fingers together and then flicking them away from the body,
resembling a mouth saying “no.” This sign is used to express refusal, disagreement, or negation of a
statement.

NOT
“NOT” is a common negative sign used to negate verbs or adjectives. The sign is made by extending
the thumb and index finger of the dominant hand, which then moves away from the chin or mouth
area. This sign often accompanies other signs to negate the entire phrase or sentence.



DON’T
The sign “DON’T” is used to indicate prohibition or advice against doing something. It is commonly
signed by shaking the head while making a negation sign or by using a distinct hand movement that
emphasizes refusal. This sign often appears in commands or requests.

NONE
“NONE” is used to indicate the absence or lack of something. The sign involves forming the letter
“O” with both hands and then moving them apart to show nothing or no amount. It is useful in
contexts where the speaker wants to express zero quantity or absence.

Other Negative Signs
Besides the primary negative signs, ASL includes other variations such as “NEVER,” “CAN’T,” and
“DON’T KNOW.” Each of these has unique handshapes and movements that add nuance to the
meaning of negation in conversation.

NEVER: Often signed by brushing the back of the dominant hand across the chin.

CAN’T: Signed by forming the letter “S” with both hands and pushing them forward with a
shaking motion.

DON’T KNOW: Made by tapping the forehead with the fingertips and then shaking the head.

Grammatical Usage of Negation in ASL
Negation in ASL is not solely about individual signs but also involves specific grammatical
structures. Unlike English, where “not” is added within a sentence, ASL uses facial expressions,
head shakes, and specific sign orders to convey negation effectively.

Facial Expressions and Head Movements
Facial expressions are integral to expressing negation in ASL. A head shake often accompanies
negative signs, reinforcing the meaning of “no” or “not.” Eyebrows may also be furrowed or lowered
to indicate negation or disbelief. These non-manual signals are mandatory and change the
sentence’s meaning significantly.

Sign Placement and Order
The placement of negative signs within a sentence can alter the meaning. For instance, the sign
“NOT” often follows the verb or adjective it negates. Sometimes, negative signs appear at the



beginning or end of a sentence for emphasis. Understanding the proper order helps in constructing
clear and grammatically correct negative sentences in ASL.

Double Negation
In ASL, double negation is generally avoided because it can cause confusion. Instead, a single
negative sign combined with appropriate facial expressions suffices to convey the intended meaning.
Learners should be careful not to overuse negation signs within one sentence.

Contextual Applications of ASL Negative Signs
ASL negative signs are used in various contexts ranging from everyday conversations to formal
discussions. Their meanings can shift slightly depending on the situation, making it important to
understand contextual cues.

Everyday Conversations
In casual dialogue, ASL negative signs often express refusal or disagreement. For example, when
declining an invitation, the signer may use “NO” combined with a head shake. Similarly, “DON’T” is
used to advise against certain actions in informal settings.

Instruction and Commands
Negative signs play a critical role in commands and instructions. For instance, teachers or
caregivers might use “DON’T” or “CAN’T” to prohibit actions. Clear negation ensures that
instructions are understood and followed accurately.

Clarifications and Corrections
When clarifying misunderstandings, negative signs help correct information. The signer might use
“NOT” or “NONE” to specify that something is incorrect or absent. These signs aid in effective
communication by preventing confusion.

Tips for Learning and Practicing ASL Negative Signs
Mastering ASL negative signs requires consistent practice and attention to detail. Here are some
strategies to aid learners in acquiring proficiency with negation in ASL.

Practice with Facial Expressions
Since facial expressions are integral to negation, practicing these alongside hand signs is essential.



Recording oneself or practicing with a fluent signer can help ensure the correct use of non-manual
markers.

Use Repetition and Contextual Examples
Repetition helps reinforce muscle memory for negative signs. Using these signs within meaningful
sentences or scenarios improves retention and understanding. Learners should create or use
example dialogues involving negation.

Learn Common Negative Sign Combinations
Many negative signs appear in combination with other signs or phrases. Familiarity with these
combinations enhances fluency and comprehension. For example, “DON’T KNOW” is a common
phrase that should be practiced as a unit.

Engage with the Deaf Community
Interacting with native ASL users provides real-world experience with negative signs. Observing
natural conversations and receiving feedback facilitates faster and more accurate learning.

Utilize Educational Resources
Various resources such as ASL dictionaries, video tutorials, and language courses offer structured
learning paths for negative signs. Consistent use of these materials supplements practical
experience.

Focus on handshape, movement, and location accuracy.

Incorporate appropriate facial expressions and head shakes.

Practice negation in full sentences, not just isolated signs.

Record and review signing to self-correct.

Participate in ASL practice groups or classes.

Frequently Asked Questions



What does ASL negative signs mean?
ASL negative signs are specific handshapes and movements used in American Sign Language to
indicate negation, such as 'no', 'not', or 'don’t'.

How do you sign 'no' in ASL negative signs?
To sign 'no' in ASL, bring your index and middle fingers together with your thumb, then close them
like a mouth opening and closing, resembling a snapping motion.

What is the difference between 'no' and 'not' in ASL negative
signs?
In ASL, 'no' is a quick, repeated gesture often used to reject or deny, while 'not' usually involves a
head shake combined with a sign or a specific negation sign like 'NOT' made by flicking the chin
with the back of the fingers.

Can facial expressions change the meaning of negative signs
in ASL?
Yes, facial expressions play a crucial role in ASL negative signs; for example, shaking the head or
using a frown intensifies the negation, making the meaning clearer.

Are there different ASL negative signs for different contexts?
Yes, ASL uses various negative signs depending on context, such as 'no', 'none', 'never', and 'not',
each with distinct handshapes and movements to convey specific types of negation.

How do you sign 'never' in ASL negative signs?
The sign for 'never' typically involves moving the dominant hand in an arc from the chin outward
while shaking the head to emphasize the negation.

Is the head shake mandatory when using ASL negative signs?
While not always mandatory, the head shake is a very common and important non-manual marker
that reinforces negation in ASL negative signs.

Where can I learn more about ASL negative signs?
You can learn more about ASL negative signs through online ASL courses, YouTube tutorials, ASL
dictionaries, and by practicing with fluent ASL users or instructors.

Additional Resources
1. Mastering ASL: The Art of Negative Signs
This book offers an in-depth exploration of negative signs in American Sign Language, focusing on



their formation, usage, and nuances. It provides clear illustrations and step-by-step instructions to
help learners recognize and produce negative expressions accurately. Perfect for beginners and
intermediate signers seeking to enhance their communication skills.

2. ASL Grammar Essentials: Understanding Negation
Designed as a comprehensive guide to ASL grammar, this book dedicates a significant portion to the
use of negation in various sentence structures. It explains how negative signs interact with other
grammatical elements and includes practice exercises to reinforce learning. The book is ideal for
students and educators aiming to deepen their grasp of ASL syntax.

3. Communicating Negation in ASL
Focusing specifically on the concept of negation, this book breaks down the different types of
negative signs, including facial expressions and body language that accompany them. It highlights
cultural and contextual factors influencing negation in ASL. Readers will benefit from real-life
dialogues illustrating how to express disagreement, refusal, and absence effectively.

4. ASL Negative Signs: A Visual Dictionary
This visually rich dictionary compiles a wide variety of negative signs used in ASL, each
accompanied by detailed illustrations and explanations. It serves as a handy reference for students
and interpreters who need quick access to negative expressions. The book emphasizes clarity and
ease of understanding through its user-friendly layout.

5. Expressing Negatives in American Sign Language
Through a combination of theory and practice, this book guides readers through the many ways to
express negation in ASL, from simple "no" to more complex negative constructs. It includes video
supplements and interactive activities to support hands-on learning. Suitable for self-learners and
classroom settings alike.

6. Negative Concepts in ASL: A Practical Approach
This practical guide addresses common challenges in using negative signs correctly, offering tips
and tricks to avoid misunderstandings. It discusses the role of non-manual signals like head shakes
and eyebrow movements in negation. The book is a valuable resource for interpreters and advanced
learners aiming for fluency.

7. Understanding ASL Negation: Theory and Practice
Combining linguistic theory with practical examples, this book delves into the mechanics of negation
in ASL. It covers the historical development of negative signs and their variations across different
Deaf communities. Readers gain insight into both the structure and cultural significance of negation.

8. ASL for Beginners: Navigating Negative Signs
Tailored for newcomers to American Sign Language, this introductory text simplifies the concept of
negation with easy-to-follow lessons and exercises. It highlights the most commonly used negative
signs and how to incorporate them naturally into conversation. The book fosters confidence through
gradual skill-building.

9. The Role of Negative Signs in ASL Storytelling
This unique book explores how negative signs enhance storytelling and narrative in ASL. It
showcases examples from Deaf storytellers and explains how negation adds depth and emotion to
stories. Ideal for those interested in performance, interpretation, and the artistic aspects of ASL.
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  asl negative signs: The Sign Language Interpreting Studies Reader Cynthia B. Roy, Jemina
Napier, 2015-07-15 In Sign Language Interpreting (SLI) there is a great need for a volume devoted
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Concise Encyclopedia of Applied Linguistics formalizes, organizes and analyzes the relation of
knowledge about language to decision-making in practice. It synthesizes research in
psycholinguistics, educational linguistics and sociolinguistics, freely crossing subject fields to
establish innovative and expert responses to some of the key debates in the field. Authored and
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single-volume format
  asl negative signs: Phonological Representation of the Sign Wendy Sandler, 2011-10-31
No detailed description available for Phonological Representation of the Sign.
  asl negative signs: Sign Languages Joseph C. Hill, Diane C. Lillo-Martin, Sandra K. Wood,
2025-04-30 Sign Languages: Structures and Contexts provides a succinct summary of major findings
in the linguistic study of natural sign languages. Focusing on American Sign Language (ASL), this
book offers a comprehensive introduction to the basic grammatical components of phonology,
morphology, and syntax with examples and illustrations. Revised throughout, this new edition:
demonstrates how sign languages are acquired by Deaf children with varying degrees of input
during early development, including no input where children create a language of their own



discusses the contexts of sign languages, including how different varieties are formed and used,
attitudes toward sign languages, and how language planning affects language use includes a new
chapter on the similarities between signed and spoken languages offers additional visuals and
explanations as well as more coverage of signed languages other than ASL is accompanied by
updated online support material, which hosts links to video clips This engaging and accessible
introduction to sign languages is essential reading for students studying this topic for the first time
with little or no background in linguistics.
  asl negative signs: Easy Guide to American Sign Language SparkNotes, 2017-01-23 Learn
How to Sign the Easy Way! So many language books start off with everything that you don’t need to
know. Of course, anybody who wants to become fluent in another language needs to learn its
grammar, sentence structure, and idiosyncrasies. But what if there’s no time to become fluent? For
people who just need or want to dive in and start communicating in American Sign Language (ASL),
there’s a quick, easy solution: Easy Guide to American Sign Language. Inside this handy little book
are over 500 basic signs that will give you all the necessary tools for starting out in ASL. Here you
will find phrases to help you start a basic conversation in the classroom or on the road. The signs are
grouped by subject, in chapters, so you can quickly flip to the page you need to find: Alphabet and
NumbersGreetings and PhrasesFamily Members and PeopleFood and MealsEmotions and
FeelingsNature and the Weather Easy Guide to American Sign Language is your fun and handy
passport to ASL.
  asl negative signs: Manual Communication Harry Bornstein, 1990 -- Signing Exact English.
  asl negative signs: Metaphor in American Sign Language Phyllis Perrin Wilcox, 2000 As
she explains, If the iconic influence that surrounds metaphor is set aside, the results will be greater
understanding and interpretations that are less opaque..
  asl negative signs: Barron's American Sign Language Barron's Educational Series, David A.
Stewart, Jennifer Stewart, 2021-01-05 Barron’s American Sign Language is a brand-new title on ASL
that can be used in the classroom, as a supplemental text to high school and college courses, or for
anyone who wants to learn proper ASL. The only book with comprehensive instruction and online
graded video practice quizzes, plus a comprehensive final video exam. Content includes topics on
the Deaf culture and community, ASL Grammar, fingerspelling, combining signs to construct
detailed sentences, Everyday ASL, and much more. More than 1,000 illustrations of signs with
instructions on movement--step-by-step with dialogue, tip boxes, and practice exercises and quizzes
throughout to reinforce retention and to track your progress.
  asl negative signs: E-Z American Sign Language David A. Stewart, Elizabeth Stewart, Lisa M.
Dimling, 2011-09-01 This heavily illustrated, self-teaching guide to ASL--American Sign Language--is
useful both for the deaf and for those men and women who teach or work among deaf people. E-Z
American Sign Language presents ASL's 10 key grammatical rules and emphasizes the use of facial
grammar as an important supplement to manual signing. Most of the book's content takes the form
of a presentation of more than 800 captioned line drawings that illustrate signs for their equivalent
words and then show how to combine signs in order to communicate detailed statements. Barron's
E-Z Series books are updated, and re-formatted editions of Barron's older and perennially popular
Easy Way books. Titles in the new E-Z Series feature extensive two-color treatment, a fresh, modern
typeface, and more graphic material than ever. All are self-teaching manuals that cover a wide
variety of practical and academic subjects, written on levels that range from senior high school to
college-101 standards.
  asl negative signs: American Sign Language Green Books, a Student Text Units 1-9
Dennis Cokely, Charlotte Baker-Shenk, 1991 The first volume in a three-volume guide that
introduces beginning students to conversational American Sign Language (ASL).
  asl negative signs: Interaction of Morphology and Syntax in American Sign Language
Carol A. Padden, 2016-11-25 This study, first published in 1988, examines cases of interaction of
morphology and syntax in American Sign Language and proposes that clause structure and syntactic
phenomena are not defined in terms of verb agreement or sign order, but in terms of grammatical



relations. Using the framework of relational grammar developed by Perlmutter and Postal in which
grammatical relations such as subject, direct object, etc. are taken as primitives of linguistic theory,
facts about syntactic phenomena, including verb agreement and sign order are accounted for in a
general way. This title will be of interest to students of language and linguistics.
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