
HESITATION [CNGT0253]

• Sentence radical:

• Tags often take on SR’s NMMs; mouth frown + inquisitive 
headshake on hesitation tag.

• In seven cases: complete lack of inquisitiveness marking, as in (2) 
   → context disambiguates.
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INTRODUCTION
• Previous studies: NGT polar questions (PQs) are marked by raised 

eyebrows and head/body forward (e.g., Coerts 1992).
• Recent production experiment (Oomen & Roelofsen 2023): the 

form of a PQ is influenced by original speaker belief (SB) and 
contextual evidence (CE). E.g., when SB conflicts with CE, brows 
are often lowered. The question’s sentence radical (SR) may be 
followed by a tag.

• Oomen & Roelofsen: head/body forward marks inquisitiveness, 
raised/lowered brows mark speaker bias/attitude (e.g. surprise, 
confusion, doubt, politeness).

1.  How are polar questions expressed in NGT?
→ Sentence structures
→ Non-manual markers (NMMs)

2. What are the different (bias) contexts in which each polar 
question form can be used?
→ Expected answer: positive, negative, none
→ Surprise: yes, no

METHOD
• Corpus NGT (Crasborn et al. 2008): semi-spontaneous signing
• 261 polar questions
• Data annotation: sentence structure, NMMs, polarity, expected 

answer, surprise

SENTENCE STRUCTURES

• Polarity marking on SR: none (1a, N=113), positive (1b, N=42), or 
negative (1c, N=23):

DISCUSSION

• Bias influences polar question form in NGT; in the corpus, most 
notably polarity marking correlates with expected answer.

• Function of head/body forward? Proposal:
• Marks inquisitiveness when required by context.

• Function of brows? Proposal:
• Raising = open question (no expectations or preferences),                                                  

conversation starter, politeness, …
• Lowering = confusion, doubt, ….
• Differences between studies: methodological effect.

AIM: further investigate NGT polar questions in 
more naturalistic data.

NMMs

articulator value N

eyebrows neutral

raised

lowered

other

38

89

32

19

body neutral

forward

other

128

42

8

head neutral

forward

other

75

96

7

‘or not?’ [CNGT0055]

BIAS
• Polarity marking correlates with expected answer (≈ CE)

Positive polarity (N=43)

Surprise/expected positive none negative

yes 8/43 1/43 1/43

no 22/43 9/43 2/43

Negative polarity (N=23)

Surprise/expected positive none negative

yes 0/23 1/23 8/23

no 3/23 1/23 9/23
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• Tags: e.g. HESITATION (N=29) and ‘or (not)?’ (N=16)

[CNGT0510]

→ Brow raise, head forward
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