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In this paper we present the results of a study on focus in Sign Language of the Netherlands (Nederlandse Gebarentaal, NGT). We concentrate on the prosodic features that are involved in the realization of focused constituents.

Every spoken language allows speakers to indicate how the information in the expression is related to the presumed knowledge of the hearer. Constituents that contain new information, and consequently increment the hearer’s knowledge, are focus constituents. Languages differ in the way they express the information status. Marking can be prosodic (accentuation, deaccentuation, boundary tones, phrasing/pausing), morphosyntactic (by changing the word order, topicalization or extraposition) or by means of specific particles. 

In this paper we are mainly concerned with the prosodic marking of focus in NGT. While lexical content in sign languages is predominantly expressed by the hands, the equivalent of prosody and intonation can primarily be found in ‘non-manual behaviour’, such as facial expression and positions and movements of the head and upper body. (Sandler 1999, Wilbur 1999). Some non-manual behaviour has been identified as marking grammatical categories (Baker-Shenk 1983, Coerts 1992). We will show that the prosodic marking of focus in NGT is not restricted to non-manual behaviour.

The focus constituent can vary in size; sometimes a whole sentence is new information (broad focus), while sometimes the new information only consists of one word (narrow focus). The size of the focus constituent is determined by the (silent) question that accompanies the utterance (Ladd 1980). For example, the sentence in (1a) has broad focus and the sentence in (1b) has narrow focus. The focused constituents are underlined.

(1)
a.
A: What can you tell us about George?



B: He is studying American Sign Language.

b.
A: Is George studying German Sign Language?



B: He is studying American Sign Language.

The narrow focus in 1b is marked by a focus accent on the syllable ‘mer’. Although the accent is placed on a single syllable, it still marks the whole word as focused. Focus in spoken language thus has to deal with the problem of relating a single accented syllable with a focus domain. In sign languages the presence of multiple independent simultaneous articulators (such as positions and movements of the eyes, eyebrows, head and body) potentially allows for direct marking of the focus constituent and for marking different types of focus by different articulators. We will show that in focus marking in NGT many articulators play a role and that focus markers can be either ‘punctual’ like pitch accents on a single syllable, or ‘areal’ like raised pitch over the whole constituent.

Next to the size of the focus constituent, in the set-up of our study we also distinguished between information focus and contrastive focus, because in spoken languages these two can be marked differently. Contrastive focus is illustrated in 1b. The given information in the question in A (‘German’) is contrasted with and replaced by the correct information in B (‘American’). Information focus is thought of as an answer to a (specific) request for information. The focused constituent (‘Theo’) in (2) provides the specific information that is asked for in the preceding question.

(2)
A: Who is studying German Sign Language?


B: Theo is studying German Sign Language.

Research on ASL focus has concentrated on the syntactic means of expressing focus and on the different grammatical roles of specific non-manual markers. Wilbur (1990) shows that ‘topicalization’ accompanied by head tilt and a rhythmic break after the left-dislocated constituent can mark focus. Wilbur & Patschke (1998) analyzed different grammatical roles of body leans – among which focus marking – and in Wilbur (1994) the role of eyeblinks as syntactic boundary markers is highlighted.

In contrast to Wilbur’s approach, investigating the grammatical functions of specific prosodic markers such as eye gaze and body leans, we started from a set of focus distinction and tried to identify their prosodic marking. The set of focus distinctions are based upon the taxonomies in Dik (1989) and Gussenhoven (in press).

We recorded 59 sentence pairs of the type illustrated in (1) and (2) above, for 6 NGT signers. Narrow transcriptions of these sentences in ELAN (a linguistic annotation system that is time-aligned with the video material, MPI 2003) demonstrated a variety of focus markers, the distribution of which we will discuss in this paper. Among the ‘punctual’ markers are head nods, and among the ‘areal’ markers are eye gaze and body leans.

Furthermore, the investigation raised to two additional interesting results. Firstly, the choice of some of narrow focus markers seems to depend on the constituent type. That is, narrow focus was marked differently on the subject, the object and the predicate. This contrasts with the uniform realization of pitch accent for focus in spoken languages like English and Dutch. Secondly, we were surprised to find how much of the focus marking could be found in the manual part of the sign. Changes in the manual component included raising of a sign in space, repetition of the sign’s movement and enlargement of the movement. We will show how these strengthening mechanisms can be related to the phonological specifications of the focused signs. Finally, we will discuss the form and distribution of several NGT focuser signs (quantifier-like signs that highlight a constituent in the sentence with which they associate, cf. Wilbur 1994 for ASL).

