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Preface

WHY THIs DICTIONARY?

This dictionary represents a commitment to American Sign
Language, known familiarly as ASL—a commitment to its authenticity
as a living, evolving, fully functional language and to its role as a
cohesive force among the large numbers of its regular deaf and hear-
ing users known as the Deaf community.

Numbering more than 16 million, people with hearing loss form the
largest disability group in this country. Adding to this number are the
4,000 to 5,000 babies who are born deaf every year, countless num-
bers of people who suffer injuries or illnesses that cause deafness, and
those whose hearing is deteriorating as a natural result of the aging
process.

After a long and controversial history, American Sign Language has
emerged in recent decades not only as the standard means of commu-
nication for deaf people and for their families, friends, and colleagues,
but also as a symbol of cultural unity. Sign language is in fact the
native language, i.e., the language learned before any other, of some
300,000 to 500,000 users in North America. At any given time there are
roughly 100,000 people actively learning ASL, both in formal institu-
tions of learning and in classes conducted by social agencies, churches,
and other groups. It is estimated that 13 million people, including
members of both the deaf and hearing populations, can now communi-
cate to some extent in sign language. If we count all of them, this
would make ASL the fourth most commonly used language in the
United States.

American Sign Language is becoming even more important as fed-
eral law increasingly mandates acceptance and accommodation of
deaf people in the workplace, the education system, and public
accommodations. Most recently, the landmark Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA), which became law on July 26, 1990, has
extended to deaf people what may be the world’s strongest civil rights
legislation for people with disabilities. Businesses and public entities
of all kinds must now be prepared to communicate effectively—




through sign language if necessary—with job applicants, employees,
customers, and service users who are deaf.

Clearly, the need for reference materials in sign language is great.
To help meet this need, the Random House Webster’s American Sign
Language Dictionary offers a comprehensive and up-to-date treasury
of signs, faithfully recording their formation and usage. In addition to
the standard signs used in day-to-day communication throughout the
nation, this book features signs from an expanding technical vocabu-
lary and new signs for countries of the world reflecting the way
natives of those countries refer to themselves. Thus this dictionary is
a broad reference designed to be useful to a wide range of users, from
novices seeking “survival signs” for rudimentary communication to
sophisticated users already fluent in ASL and looking to enlarge their
vocabularies. This compendium is drawn from an ever-growing collec-
tion, maintained by the author and continually augmented by contri-
butions from members of the Deaf community.

This dictionary does not depend on simple one- or two-word trans-
lations to indicate the meanings of the signs. Since different meanings
of the same English word may be represented by entirely different
signs in ASL, the main entry for each sign in this book is expanded by
one or more short definitions to clarify the exact meanings covered by
the sign. The formation of each sign is depicted in relation to the
entire upper torso, in illustrations prepared by Deaf artists using mod-
els from the Deaf community. And each illustration is accompanied by
a complete verbal description of how the sign is made and, often, by a
“hint” to help the reader remember the sign.

As with any other living, growing language, American Sign
Language can never be fully and finitely documented: it constantly
evolves and changes; it has variant forms that shift according to indi-
vidual, group, or regional usage; and most saliently, as a language
transmitted not by writing but by gesture, it is in many respects a lan-
guage to which no printed reference book can fully do justice. What
this dictionary can do, however, is provide the fundamental building
blocks of this language: a comprehensive vocabulary of ASL signs. Of
course, language consists of more than just vocabulary; the words or
signs are put into phrases and sentences according to grammatical
principles, and they are used in a cultural context. These larger
aspects of ASL are discussed in the Introduction.

And so, welcome to the beautiful visual language called American
Sign Language! Enjoy the physical character of each sign and the mes-
sages that its gestures convey. Through interaction with its community
of users, add the nuances of the language that come so naturally to its
native speakers. Above all, put aside inhibitions, physically and emo-
tionally entering into the essential conceptual nature of the language.




Introduction

AMERICAN SIGN LANGUAGE IN CONTEXT

Deafness and the Deaf Community

What Is the Deaf Community?

A presentation of American Sign Language (ASL) would not be com-
plete without some perspective on deafness, the medical condition, and
Deaf people, the native users of ASL. The definition of deafness—the
partial or total inability of a person to hear sound unaided—focuses
purely on the medical aspects of deafness. However, Deaf people tend
to find this view restrictive and limiting, in that it fails to describe
the sociological implications of deafness. Terminology like “hearing
impaired” is considered undesirable because it refers to a presumed
disability.

ASL users generally prefer to view deafness not as a handicap but
as a shared experience underlying their sense of community. As a
symbol of pride and identity within this community, the word Deaf is
often capitalized when referring to this group. Thus, the Deaf commu-
nity is a cultural group, sharing common experience, concerns, and
language.

Since the primary binding force of this cultural group is its shared
language, the deaf people who do not use American Sign Language
are not considered part of the Deaf community. Conversely, some
hearing people do belong to the Deaf community, particularly the
hearing children of Deaf parents, who acquire the language naturally
from infancy.

The Deaf community now includes perhaps as many as half a mil-
lion people throughout the United States. In part because of the pres-
ence of postsecondary schools with special programs to accommodate
their needs, there are significant populations of Deaf people in the
large metropolitan areas of the East and West Coasts; unlike members
of many subcultures, however, they are not usually concentrated in
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particular neighborhoods. Deaf people are found in all walks of life,
but because of common interests and ease of communication, they
tend to gravitate toward one another and often travel great distances
to take part in activities with other Deaf people.

In recent years, technical devices have opened up many aspects of
the hearing world to deaf people. Captioned television provides real-
time and prerecorded access to programming. Recent legislation
requires that new televisions with 13-inch or larger screens have a
built-in microchip to decode printed captions that are transmitted with
the image. Telecommunications devices for the deaf (TDDs), also
known as TTYs and Text Telephones, have allowed deaf people to
communicate by telephone for some time now, if each party has
appropriate equipment. More recently, relay services have been estab-
lished to give deaf and hearing people easy telephone access to one
another: the hearing person is connected by regular telephone to a
human link, or “relay,” who in turn is connected to the deaf person
through a Text Telephone. Deaf people also use flashing lights to sig-
nal doorbells, a baby crying, and other sounds of everyday life. But
the natural, primary means of communication among Deaf people
themselves remains American Sign Language.

Types of Hearing Loss

The causes of hearing loss and deafness are diverse. The primary
cause among children is heredity, although seldom is there a direct
link from one generation to the next; in fact, about 90 percent of deaf
children are born to hearing parents. Other causes of hearing loss
include illness, medications, and trauma to the head. Many children
have, over the years, become deaf from meningitis or, especially in the
1930s and 1940s, from drugs such as mycins used to treat meningitis.
In the 1960s, a large number of infants were born deaf because their
mothers had contracted rubella (German measles) during the first
trimester of pregnancy. Prolonged exposure to noise in the workplace
or to loud music can cause hearing loss. But among the 16,000,000
people with hearing loss, the most common cause is presbycusis, the
loss of hearing through the aging process.

By and large, deafness is a permanent condition. For some whose
hearing loss is a result of either a malformation or deterioration of the
neural auditory structures in the cochlea of the inner ear, surgery has
recently become an option. In the past decade, surgeons have been
able to perform a type of microscopic surgery called a cochlear
implant on select patients, with whom they have had a degree of suc-
cess. The vast majority of deaf people, however, depend upon a selec-
tion of assistive technical devices, special education strategies, and
communication options.




Educational Impact of Hearing Loss

It is generally agreed that children pass through a critical period of
time, usually before the age of four, that is optimal for language
acquisition. During this period, they easily absorb the structure and
vocabulary of their native language, and can even acquire several lan-
guages simultaneously. The impact of deafness on language develop-
ment is felt most severely when a baby is born deaf and therefore
does not have the opportunity to learn spoken language naturally by
hearing and using it. Unless such prelingually deaf children are born
into a household of sign language users, and so have natural access to
a system of communication, they often spend their formative years
with no language at all. They must then learn both sign language and
English with great difficulty, much like learning a second language but
without the advantages and understanding conferred by a native lan-
guage. On the other hand, postlingually deaf people—those who
acquired a spoken language prior to losing their hearing—have a
much less difficult time in school, since they have a particular lan-
guage on which to base their learning and, even more fundamentally,
have a sense of the very concept of language as a means of communi-
cation. Similarly, those individuals who have only a slight hearing
loss, commonly referred to as hard of hearing, also have an educational
advantage over those who have a severe and profound hearing loss.

For all children with any degree of deafness, communication and
educational choices must be made by others, usually by hearing par-
ents and other caregivers who, more likely than not, have had no con-
tact with Deaf people. Typically, a parent’s desire to have the child
function in a hearing society plays a large role in the choices that are
made. On the surface, teaching the child to speak English and
speechread (the older term was lipread) seems desirable. However, the
paucity of language stimuli during the critical years of language acqui-
sition takes its toll, and the barriers to learning spoken language are
enormous. Spoken language must be learned by memorizing the phys-
ical movements of the speech organs that go together to make up a
word or sound, and many of these movements are difficult or impossi-
ble to see, distinguish from one another, and replicate. Speechreading
as the sole vehicle for reception is seldom successful, and a deaf
child’s own speech very often remains unintelligible. Therefore, lan-
guage learning and usage on the part of these children is rarely up to
age or grade level.

In the past, deaf children have generally attended segregated resi-
dential schools, going home only for holidays and summer vacations.
Through the mandates of federal law, deaf children can now attend
mainstream schools with their hearing peers and live at home with
their families. Most often, however, deaf children remain in segregated
classrooms in the public school, although, with the assistance of an
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educational interpreter, they sometimes attend integrated classes.
Because deafness impacts language acquisition in such a dramatic
way, deaf children usually begin special training very early.

Although the first teacher of the deaf in the United States was deaf
himself, most such teachers today are hearing persons trained in spe-
cial education. Because hearing parents and educators often have dif-
ficulty learning the structures of American Sign Language, and
because English is the predominant language of the nation, various
artificial sign systems, commonly referred to as Manually Coded
English, have been invented for educational purposes. These systems,
such as Seeing Exact English, Signed English, and Seeing Essential
English, use the vocabulary of sign language (i.e., signs) to display
English visually by putting the signs in English word order. In effect,
they take the vocabulary of one language and use it with the grammar
of another. Since there is not a one-to-one equivalency between ASL
signs and English words, these artificial systems employ additional
signs invented specifically to reflect English syntax.

Some of these systems are well-meaning and even useful, especially
when they have as their goal assisting deaf children to learn English,
thereby helping them to become literate in the language of the hearing
world. On the other hand, some of their problematic features include
real violations of the principles of sign formation in ASL. Signs are
forced into configurations and combinations that obscure their con-
ceptual references. Conventions relating to symmetry and point of
contact are ignored. English (rather than ASL) word formation tech-
niques are employed, such as the frequent use of prefixes and suffixes,
commonly represented by an extra gesture added to the ASL sign. All
of these violations occur because the underlying principle of all
Manually Coded English is “one sign for one English word,” regard-
less of consequent distortions of sign language structure. It should be
noted that these invented systems are not natural languages, in that
they do not have native users and do not have other requisites and
characteristics of true languages. Over the years, however, some of the
signs and structures of Manually Coded English have by a natural
process been incorporated into American Sign Language.

The use of Manually Coded English systems to the virtual exclusion
of ASL has been pervasive in the field of deaf education, to the dis-
may of concerned linguists and the Deaf community. However, as
more Deaf teachers are being hired by schools, the use of American
Sign Language is increasing in the classroom, becoming the preferred
mode of communication through which English and all other subjects
are taught.




The Nature of American Sign Language

Origins

As its name suggests, American Sign Language is a product of
North America. Its use is heavily concentrated in the United States,
but it has also spread to other parts of the world, notably Canada,
Africa, and the Philippines. Note that there is no universal sign lan-
guage, one single language of gesture used worldwide. Any country or
other geographical region with a sizable population of deaf people is
likely to have one or more sign languages of its own, and the list of
such languages in current use is large indeed.

The first recorded instance of deafness in the United States occurred
in the eighteenth century following the marriage of one Thomas
Bolling to his first cousin, a common practice of that time. The Bollings
had three deaf children and, subsequently, some deaf grandchildren.
They founded a small school for the deaf, but it was short-lived. Other
small schools were founded, but they, too, failed to survive.

The first permanent school for the deaf was founded in 1817 in
Hartford, Connecticut, to serve the growing deaf population in the
United States. Now known as the American School for the Deaf, this
school was the first to receive state funding. It was established as a
residential school to serve a wide geographical population. It is at this
school that sign language was formally established in America
through its first teacher, a deaf Frenchman named Laurent Clerc.

The fact that the Hartford school used sign language as its means
of communication and instruction was somewhat a matter of happen-
stance. In 1815, a clergyman named Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet, chal-
lenged with teaching a neighbor’s young deaf daughter, had traveled
to Europe to learn techniques for educating deaf people. In order to
learn the oral teaching techniques used in England, Gallaudet found
that he would have been required to stay there as an apprentice for
several years. Not willing to be away from home that long, and frus-
trated by philosophical differences he had with the teachers in
England, Gallaudet went to a school in Paris where he was welcomed
and initiated into the use of manual communication, or sign language,
as a system for teaching deaf children. It was there that Gallaudet
came to know Laurent Clerc, who agreed to return to the United
States to teach sign language at the Hartford school. This accounts for
the considerable component of French Sign Language in the fledgling
system of gestures that has evolved into American Sign Language, and
for the fact that, even today, American Sign Language has much more
in common with French Sign Language than it has with British Sign
Language.




Is American Sign Language a Language?

All languages share common features. For example, they are com-
posed of symbols that can be combined and manipulated in order to
express meaning. The use of the symbols of any language is organized
and governed by rules specific to that language. A natural language is
a language with native users, who learn it from birth and for whom it
fulfills the diverse communicative needs of daily life. No matter who
else learns such a language as a second language, a natural language
is defined by the existence of its native users.

Although American Sign Language may have originated as a con-
sciously constructed system, adapted from the French system, the
strong consensus among linguistics scholars is that ASL has long since
become a natural language, exhibiting all of the defining features of
language. For example, ASL has principles governing the formation of
signs and their use in combination. Just like spoken languages, it has
a native-speaker population for whom it provides all the needs of
daily discourse. Indeed, infants who are exposed to ASL from birth go
through all the sequential language-learning phases experienced by
any group of babies learning their first language, including the hand-
movement equivalents of the babbling engaged in by babies before
they speak their first words. Moreover, American Sign Language is a
growing language, one that continues to evolve as new terminology is
developed and as older forms of signs are replaced with newer ones.
And like living languages everywhere, ASL displays considerable
regional variation, though with the growing cohesiveness of the Deaf
community nationwide and increasing ease of travel, the degree of
variation may be diminishing.

The Structure of American Sign Language

Phonology: The Parts of a Sign

In spoken language, phonology is the study of how basic units of
sound combine to make up a language. Just as the words in a spoken
language consist of specific combinations of individual sounds (the
different vowel and consonant sounds), so each of the “words”—that
is, the signs—in American Sign Language consists of a combination of
gestures. These gestural components fall into certain clearly defined
categories: the location in which a sign is produced in relation to the
body; the handshape(s) used in the formation of the sign; the move-
ment of the hands used in executing the sign; and finally, the orienta-
tion of the palms. These four units or features of signs have been used
for descriptive purposes since linguists first began to describe and

xii



transcribe signs more than thirty years ago. More recently, linguists
have added a fifth feature, nonmanual cues, which are discussed in
more detail in a later section. Some linguists have also begun to
describe sign formation in terms of a movement segment and a hold
segment, the latter defined as a period of time during which the
hands pause momentarily. Using all these phonological features of
sign language, scholars have designed intricate notation systems to
facilitate written transcription of American Sign Language for linguis-
tic analysis and study.

Just as changing a single sound in a spoken word may change its
meaning or render it meaningless, so changing any one of the phono-
logical features of a sign may change the meaning of the sign or result
in a meaningless gesture. The following examples show how changing
one phonological feature can completely change the meaning of a sign:

LOCATION

eleven understand
(in front of shoulder) (near the temple)

HANDSHAPE

principal appointment
(“P hand”) ("A hand”)
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MOVEMENT

(1) lend () borrow
(forward toward another) (back toward the body)

ORIENTATION

your my
(palm facing forward) (palm facing back)

As these examples illustrate, careful production of each phonologi-
cal feature of a sign is essential to clear communication.

The number of permissible variants of location, handshape, move-
ment, and orientation is limited. Fewer than fifty different handshapes
exist, and there are at most twenty-five different locations relative to
the body where signs can be made. These various handshapes and
locations can be used in connection with some twelve movements and
twelve orientations. However, every language operates according to
phonetic rules that restrict the way its elements are combined. For
example, although English has both k-sounds and b-sounds, the com-
bination kb never occurs in a single syllable. In ASL, the possible
ways in which the various phonological elements (handshape, move-
ment, etc.) can be combined in signs are likewise limited; thus learn-
ing the patterns of signing is a more manageable task than it might at
first appear.
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Morphology: The Meaningful Units of a Sign

Morphology is the study of word formation, or how a language
uses small meaningful linguistic units, called morphemes, to build
larger ones. An example of such construction in English would be the
addition of an s-sound (representing a morpheme for plurality) to hat
(a morpheme representing a particular article of clothing) to form the
word hats. The vocabulary of every language—including the signs of
ASL—is built up of such units of meaning, which are classified as free
morphemes if they can stand alone, like hat in English, and bound
morphemes if, like the pluralizing morpheme in English, they exist
only in combination with other morphemes. Of course, the mor-
phemes in American Sign Language consist of signs or gestures rather
than words or sounds.

One of the simplest examples of how words can be formed from
smaller units is compounding, in which distinct words combine to
form a single new word. This occurs very commonly both in English
and in American Sign Language. Thus, just as English has compound
words like textbook and housewife, so ASL often blends two or more
signs together (usually with some streamlining of form) to create a
new sign with its own particular meaning, as in Jesus + book (form-
ing one of the signs for Bible) and girl + hat + scarf (forming the
sign for bonnet).

Another close parallel between English and ASL morphology is in
the formation of a particular kind of noun. Certain suffixes, such as
-er, -or, and -ist, can be added to English words to mean “one who...”;
e.g., run + -er = runner, “a person who runs.” American Sign
Language has a morpheme, referred to in this dictionary as the person
marker, which serves the same purpose:

person marker

As in English, this marker is added to the sign that expresses what the
person does, as in the following examples:
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writer teacher
(write + person marker) (teach + person marker)

In general, however, morphological and grammatical processes in
American Sign Language are quite different from those of English. ASL
shares many such structures with a wide range of spoken languages
other than English; in some structures, however, ASL utilizes three-
dimensional space in ingenious ways that could be closely paralleled
only in other sign languages. The fact that American Sign Language
has evolved its own blend of linguistic features so distinct from
English is one of the major reasons that linguists have come to regard
ASL as an independent member of the world’s family of mature
natural languages.

The frequent lack of parallelism between English and American
Sign Language may be illustrated by considering how ASL performs
some of the functions served in English by affixation—the addition of
prefixes and suffixes, either to convey grammatical information (like
the pluralizing -s in hats) or to derive new words from old (like the -er
in runner). Whereas affixation is an extremely common linguistic
device in English, it is quite rare in American Sign Language, which
employs a wide array of different techniques to achieve the same pur-
poses.

For example, the concept of plurality in American Sign Language
may be expressed in a number of ways. One of the most common is
simply to sign a number or other quantifier before signing the noun.
Thus, the term cat can be made plural by signing three cat or horde
cat (i.e., a lot of cats). Note that, as in many of the world’s spoken
languages, there is no change in the form of the noun itself (the sign
for cat) to make it plural: no bound morpheme analogous to the
English -s is added to it. Another pluralizing strategy (and again, one
that is also found in many other natural languages) is reduplication of
the noun. For example, since the singular cat is formed with a single
movement, the plural cats can be formed by repeating the sign one or
more times. Not all nouns can be reduplicated, although many can. A
third method of forming plurals is to reduplicate the verb, though
often the result may be to express duration or repetitive action rather
than plurality. An example of verb reduplication that works to show

xvi



the plural of a noun is wash-wash-wash dish, which indicates that one
has washed (many) dishes. In yet another technique, the signer can
point or gesture toward several locations to indicate a plural noun,
such as there-there-there cat. As can be seen, a wealth of strategies is
available, and signers can be guided by both context and their own
personal style.

English uses a complex system of suffixes, auxiliary verbs, and
form changes to express various tenses and time aspects of verbs
(-ed, -ing, -en, will, had, etc.). In American Sign Language, the basic
concept of tense may be represented in relation to an imaginary time
line running from behind the speaker’s body (the past) through the
torso and out away from the body (stretching into the future).
Within this framework, specific signs can be used to signal that the
action being discussed concerns the past (indicated by a wave back
over the shoulder), the present (a sign directly in front of the body),
or the future (a sign moving forward from the body). (See entries
ago, new, and will’ in this dictionary.) The more expansive the ges-
ture along this line, the more remote the time being indicated (“long
ago” vs. “recently,” “in the distant future” vs. “soon”). In discourse,
a signer generally establishes the time frame being discussed by
using a time sign; the entire discourse, including the verbs, from that
point until the time is changed, remains in the established time
frame. When a verb refers to actions of a continuous nature (as
might be indicated in English by adding -ing to the verb), or actions
that take place repeatedly or over an extended period of time, these
time-related aspects of the sentence can often be signified by repeat-
ing the verb one or more times, sometimes with certain additional
movements.

In many cases, meanings communicated by an affix in English are
simply conveyed by separate, independent signs in ASL, as with the
English prefix un-:

unbeaten unbelievable
(yet + defeat) (not + believe)




unavoidable
(can’t + avoid)

Often, however, an English suffix such as -ment, -tion, or -ful sim-
ply has no corresponding structure in American Sign Language. For
example, a single sign serves for both the verb congratulate and the
noun congratulations, another sign for both the noun beauty and the
adjective beautiful. At first glance this might seem confusing, but in
fact it is no different from the use in English of a word like spy (which
can be either a verb or a noun) or red (which can be either a noun or
an adjective); in context, the particular grammatical function being
served by the word is clear. Nevertheless, inventors of various types of
Manually Coded English, in order to create a system that mimics the
structure of English as closely as possible, have devised special ges-
tures for such suffixes as these, some of which are now seen from
time to time in ASL.

Functions of Space

We have just seen how American Sign Language uses space to
divide time into past, present, and future. But space is used in ASL to
convey a number of other grammatical features as well, including pro-
nouns, location, and directionality.

English pronouns can be expressed in ASL with specific signs.
Frequently, however, the functions performed by pronouns in English
are carried out by establishing a location in space for the person or
thing referred to and then indexing—that is, pointing, gesturing, or
even just glancing—toward that location in lieu of signing the name of
the referent. In this way, the location of a number of people or objects
can be established around the speaker and pointed to throughout the
conversation. The conversational partner is able to index these same
locations to refer to the persons and objects under discussion.

Location can be directly incorporated into a sign through the use of
space. Papers can be indicated as lying everywhere on one’s desk or
stacked neatly on the corner of the desk, as distinguished through




appropriate spatial gestures. People can walk side by side, cars can
pass one another, and a dog and cat can have a face-to-face encounter
through clear spatial manipulation.

Yet another use of space can be seen in directional verbs, which
indicate the direction of an action. For example, as we have already
noted (in the section “Phonology” above), the difference between the
signs for (I) borrow and (I) lend is simply the direction in which the
handshape moves. Similarly, the direction in which the sign for give is
executed shows who is the giver and who is the receiver:

(D give give-me

(D inform inform-me

Classifiers

A noteworthy characteristic of American Sign Language is its use of
classifiers—morphemes that can stand for any member of a large class
of nouns and that have special grammatical functions. This is a linguis-
tic feature common to many Asian, African, and Native American lan-
guages but largely unknown among English and European languages.

The classifiers in American Sign Language are handshapes (not
complete signs) that serve to categorize the subject of a verb of
motion or location. Such a handshape is a bound morpheme; that is,
it is never used in isolation. Rather, it combines with the movement,
location, and orientation elements of the verb as a mandatory part of
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any complete expression describing the movement, existence, or loca-
tion of a previously specified person or thing.

Classifiers often represent some common characteristic of a class of
nouns, such as size, shape, or manner of use; their existence as part
of the total verb sign makes it unnecessary for signers to keep making
separate signs or gestures to refer to the subject, and so gives the lan-
guage great fluidity and flexibility. In discussing a car, for example,
the use of the classifier for “vehicle” permits the signer to show the
car starting or stopping (either abruptly or smoothly), moving around,
or even—through use of an additional classifier with the other hand—
trailing along after, passing, crossing, or running into another vehicle,
animal, or person.

Related Noun-Verb Pairs

We have already noted that in American Sign Language, as in
English, it is common for nouns and verbs that are closely related in
meaning to be similar or even identical in form. For example, in
English, fish represents both the noun (a creature that swims) and the
verb (to catch fish); similarly, a single sign in ASL represents both the
verb congratulate and the noun congratulations. And in ASL, as in
English, a noun like teacher is derived from the corresponding verb
(teach) simply by the addition of a suffix: the person marker in ASL and
-er in English.

Another important and very common derivational process in
American Sign Language, however, has no parallel in English: verbs
can often be turned into nouns by reduplication, that is, repeating the
sign. Typically, the repeated movements of the noun are short, sharp,
and quick, in contrast to the one long, smooth motion of the verb. This
phonological difference—a change in the movement element of the
sign, while the handshape and other elements remain unchanged—
along with the reduplication, serve to distinguish the nouns from their
related verbs in such pairs, as in the following examples:

airplane (n.)




sit (v.) chair (n.)

The Role of Nonmanual Cues

Facial expression and body position play an important part in the
grammar of American Sign Language. These nonmanual features are
in many ways analogous to intonation in spoken language and punc-
tuation in written language: they organize and add meaning to the
words and signs. Such cues are not mere improvisations; rather, they
are chosen from a repertoire of gestures that are understood among
ASL users as serving specific purposes.

Perhaps the most basic role of nonmanual cues is in specifying sen-
tence type. In English, intonation or punctuation can make the differ-
ence between a statement (“He’s going.”) and a question (“He’s
going?”) or between a question (“Stop?”) and a command (“Stop!”);
in American Sign Language, this function is performed by nonmanual
cues. Thus, a simple declarative sentence typically carries a neutral
facial expression, whereas a question may be signaled by raised eye-
brows and a subtle tilt forward of the head or body, and an imperative
sentence by a furrowed brow and intense eye contact.

Additional functions for nonmanual cues include intensification,
modification of verbs, and indexing. For example, exaggerated move-
ment combined with a furrowed brow and pinched lips can convert
beautiful to very beautiful, while signing ago with a constrained move-
ment accompanied by hunched shoulders and squinted eyes makes it
just a short while ago. Adverbs of manner are often indicated nonman-
ually while signing a verb or sentence; thus, a slightly open mouth,
head tilt, and the tongue pressed against the lower lip indicates that
the activity described in the sentence was done carelessly or lack-
adaisically. And as noted above in the section “Functions of Space,”

a glance or nod toward the location previously identified with a par-
ticular person or object under discussion suffices to refer to that per-
son or object without the need for any sign at all.




Finally, it may be noted that some facial expressions seem to
accompany certain signs quite naturally, without altering the meaning.
The sign for fatten, for example, is usually accompanied by a puffing
out of the cheeks, and thick is seldom signed without squinting the
eyes as if to contemplate the measure of thickness being discussed.

Signs: The Vocabulary of American Sign Language
The Conceptual Nature of Sign Language

It is axiomatic that there is never a one-to-one correspondence
between the words or grammatical structures of one language and
those of another, and that a simple word-for-word translation from
one language to another is therefore never possible. For example, the
French j’ai dix ans would be put into English as “I'm ten” or “I'm ten
years old,” rather than the literal “I have ten years”; and the German
Welt might be rendered variously as “world,” “society,” or “humanity”
depending upon the context, while Weltanschauung could only be
adequately explained with an entire phrase, such as “a comprehensive
view of the universe and humanity’s relation to it.”

So, too, the concept embodied in any individual sign in American
Sign Language often cannot be conveyed by a single all-purpose
English word; the sign representing the dimming of automobile head-
lights, for example, might be glossed in different circumstances as the
adjective dim, as the verb darken, or as the noun and verb tint. And
conversely, a single English word may have variations in meaning
requiring different signs in ASL. This is most obvious in the case of
homonyms (words that look and sound alike but have completely dif-
ferent meanings), as in the word right, which can mean “correct,”
“opposite of left,” or “a just claim.” Whereas in English these mean-
ings can only be determined from the context in which the word
appears, ASL has a distinct sign for each of these concepts:

&)

right (answer) right (direction)




right (legal)

But the inevitable lack of symmetry between languages goes even
further in American Sign Language. As a visual-gestural language, ASL
exploits the medium of space and so is not confined to the strict lin-
earity of spoken and written languages. In space, many things can be
going on at the same time. We have seen, for example, how nonmanu-
al cues can modify or intensify verbs and adjectives as they are being
signed, how the use of classifiers with both hands can describe simul-
taneously how two different subjects are situated or moving in rela-
tion to each other, how several different persons and objects under
discussion can be assigned locations in space and then indexed non-
manually without interrupting the flow of signs. In these ways,
concepts that require a whole sentence in English—”John drove reck-
lessly”; “The car crashed into the tree”—may be conveyed in a single
gesture in American Sign Language. Indeed, ASL even has a sign
meaning “I love you!”

This incongruence between the structures of sign language and
those of spoken language is perhaps what most stymies students
learning ASL as a second language. Unlike the various systems of
Manually Coded English, the signs of American Sign Language cannot
be thought of as standing for English words and structures, and state-
ments in one language cannot be mechanically rendered into the other
word by word and sign by sign. Such a literal approach is tempting
for the beginner but can lead to meaningless or ludicrous results even
in situations where the structures of the two languages are sufficiently
parallel to make such an attempt possible. (For example, the phrase
kick the bucket, rendered literally into ASL, would not be understood
to mean “die,” because kick the bucket is an English idiom, not an
idiom of American Sign Language.) Instead, in translating from
English to ASL or vice versa, the interpreter must understand the con-
cept being expressed in the first language and then render it in the
words, signs, and structures appropriate to the second language.




Arbitrariness and Iconicity

All languages have both arbitrary and iconic forms. An arbitrary
form of word or sign is simply an abstract symbol; an iconic word or
sign is one that resembles or is somehow analogous to some aspect of
the thing or activity it represents. In spoken language, iconicity takes
the form of onomatopoeia, the imitative quality found in such words
as bang, boom, fizz, buzz, and hum.

A widespread misconception about signing is that it is largely or
entirely iconic—that it is simply the use of pantomime as a substitute
for language. But in fact, just as with spoken languages, most signs in
American Sign Language bear no evident relationship to the concepts
they represent; either they were created as arbitrary symbols in the
first place, or their original similarity to some referent has been lost
through time.

It is nevertheless true that the medium in which sign language is
expressed—space—invites a much broader range of iconicity than is
possible in spoken languages. The wide variety of imaginative ways in
which American Sign Language exploits this opportunity for iconism
is one of the delights of the language, and certainly its most accessible
feature for beginners. Here are a few examples:

WHAT THE REFERENT LOOKS LIKE

airplane tree
(shape of wings) (shape of trunk)

VWHAT THE REFERENT DOES

monkey waiter
(scratches itself) (serves)
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WHAT You Do wITH THE REFERENT

car flower
{drive it) (smell it)

A CONCRETE EXPRESSION OF AN ABSTRACT REFERENT

maybe affiliation
(weighing possibilities) (connection to another)

The actual history of many signs is not known; it is therefore often
a matter of speculation whether a sign that appears to mime some
aspect of its referent is truly iconic or whether the resemblance is
coincidental. In either case, the similarity can be extremely helpful to
the learner; accordingly, in this dictionary the apparent iconic signifi-
cance of signs is pointed out in the form of “hints” as an aid in
remembering the meaning of the sign and the way it is formed.

Fingerspelling

Just as English words can be spelled out orally by naming each of
the letters in turn, they can also be fingerspelled in American Sign
Language, using a set of 26 handshapes called the American Manual
Alphabet, reproduced in full on p. xxxviii. The sign languages of other
countries have their own manual alphabets for the spoken and written
languages prevailing in those countries.




Another misunderstanding about sign language is that it consists
entirely of fingerspelling; and in fact some attempts have been made
to educate deaf children solely through the medium of fingerspelling.
But even for a hearing child who is a native English speaker, spelling
is a skill that takes years to develop. And even for an adult with a
complete mastery of English, spelling out every word in a speech or
conversation would be extremely difficult and cumbersome, as can
easily be appreciated simply by trying to carry on such a conversation
for a few minutes, or by reciting out loud a familiar story or joke
using letters instead of words. It is clear that fingerspelling is not a
practical substitute for sign language.

Nevertheless, the manual alphabet is a useful tool in a number of
situations. Fingerspelling provides an important bridge between
English speakers who are just learning American Sign Language and
signers competent in written English. Within the Deaf community the
manual alphabet is commonly used to spell out proper names (in full
or in shortened form), in borrowing English technical terms having no
exact equivalent in sign, for emphasis (compare English “This means
Y-0-U!"), and, often in a streamlined form, as the sign for certain con-
cepts that can be expressed with very short English words or abbrevi-
ations such as on, dog, TV, or a-p-t for “apartment.” Some words bor-
rowed from English in full fingerspelled form have evolved into ASL
signs employing only the first and last letters of the word, joined by a
transitional movement. Linguists refer to words taken into one lan-
guage from another as “loanwords”; these signs from English are
regarded as “loan signs.”

In fingerspelling, the handshapes of the manual alphabet are typi-
cally formed comfortably in front of the right shoulder (left shouider
in the case of left-handed signers). But the handshapes found in the
manual alphabet are also combined with a variety of movements,
locations, and orientations to make other signs, the formation of
which can then be described by reference to use of the “A hand,” the
“P hand,” and the like. This is a particularly prominent feature of ini-
tialized signs, that is, signs intentionally designed to employ the hand-
shape of a key letter of a corresponding English word, as in signs for
days of the week.

Many initialized signs began as ASL signs with different hand-
shapes, then were adapted for use in Manually Coded English by sub-
stitution of the handshape for the initial letter of a specific English
word. For example, the traditional sign for try employs the S hand, but
the same gesture may now be seen with the T hand (for try), the A
hand (corresponding to English attempt), or the E hand (for English
effort). Some variants of this sort may be in the process of being
incorporated into ASL from Manually Coded English.
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Numbers

Like letters, numbers are formed with one hand, held in front of
the signing shoulder and moving smoothly from number to number.
The chart on p. xli-xliii shows handshapes for the numbers from zero
to twenty-nine; the remaining two-digit hnumbers are made by signing
the two digits in order (30 = three-zero, 31 = three-one, etc.), with a
slight shift to the signer’s right (to the left for left-handed signers)
between the first and second digit. The numbers eleven through fifteen
are always signed with the palm facing in toward the signer, and
when counting discrete objects up to five the palm likewise faces in;
in all other contexts and in all higher numbers the palm should face
forward. In what is probably a carryover from French sign language,
the concepts of hundred, thousand, and million are represented by the
signed letters C, M, and MM:

thousand

million

The general rule is to sign numbers just as they are spoken in English.
Thus 15,671 is signed as fifteen thousand six hundred seventy-one

XXVii



(i.e., fifteen M six C seven-one), 3311 Russell Road as thirty-three
eleven, the year 1994 as nineteen ninety-four, and the time 3:45 as
three forty-five. The dollar amount $49.32 may be signed as forty-nine
dollars and thirty-two cents (i.e., four-two dollar and three-two cent).
Like the letter shapes, handshapes for the numbers up to ten are
employed in many signs, which are described as using the “3 hand,”
the “S hand,” and so on. In most such signs these handshapes have no
numerical significance. But indexing with a number hand can convey
such concepts as “you two,” “we three,” or “the four of them”; and num-
ber handshapes can be incorporated into certain other signs, such as
those for week and month, specifically to add a numerical component:

two weeks six months

Ordinal numbers corresponding to the numerals one through nine are
formed by the addition of a twisting motion, and these same signs can
also be used to express dollar amounts up to nine. The chart on p. xiv
shows the signs used for ordinals from first to tenth.

first or one dollar second or two dollars
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third or three dollars

Historical Change in Sign Language

Like all living languages, American Sign Language grows and
changes continuously. In fact, within the twentieth century alone,
some 20 percent of signs recorded early in the century have under-
gone formational changes. The process of linguistic change is never
completely uniform and predictable; in ASL, for example, some signs
formerly made with two hands have become one-handed at the same
time that some signs made with one hand have become two-handed.
However, linguists studying the history of American Sign Language
have noted some general trends in the evolution of the language,
including:

Centralization. Older signs involving wide-ranging gestures have
generally become confined to a signing space within easy view of the
listener—roughly from the waist to the top of the signer’s head and
extending about a foot out to each side of the signer. And even within
this space there has been a tendency for one-handed signs to move
toward the middle, where more detailed handshapes and movements
can be utilized because they are near the center of the listener’s visual
field. At the same time, some signs that originally involved movement
of both hands with different handshapes now employ the same hand-
shape with both hands, again reducing the amount of detail that the
listener must perceive through peripheral vision.

Assimilation. A compound sign, that is, one originally made up of
two separate signs, may have changed in various ways to make the
parts more alike, to smooth out the transition between them, and gen-
erally to make the compound simpler and more unified. For example,
in the sign for agree (think + same), certain movements of the two
component signs have disappeared, and the resulting compound sim-
ply joins the final positions of both.

Abstraction. Perhaps the most pronounced overall trend has been
for signs that originated through pantomime to lose their iconic quality.
Unique handshapes and movements may evolve into more familiar,




standard forms; broad gestures may become more restrained and cen-
tralized; facial expressions and other nonmanual features associated
with the original mime may disappear, and dissimilar features may be
smoothed out through assimilation, until the iconic origin of the sign
is no longer apparent and the sign becomes purely an abstract manual
symbol (see the section “Arbitrariness and Iconicity” above). The
cumulative effect of decades of such evolutionary changes has been to
regularize sign formation and make the language more systematic.

In addition to changes in formation of existing signs, the vocabu-
lary of American Sign Language, like that of every living language, is
continually augmented through the appearance of new slang and
idiom, borrowing of terminology of other languages, and creation of
new signs to reflect the explosive growth of knowledge in all fields.

A notable example of change through the borrowing of signs from
other languages may be seen in names of countries and nationalities.
The traditional—and still most commonly used—American signs for
other nationalities were often iconic. Although never intended to be
insulting, some of these historical signs have been considered offen-
sive by the people of the countries referred to; and within the Deaf
community there is a growing awareness that their use is not in keep-
ing with modern sensibilities and with the internationalization of
community spirit among deaf people. In a recent trend, these tradi-
tional American signs are being replaced by the signs used by deaf
people in each country to refer to themselves. The section beginning
on p. 567 shows the signs for selected countries and other geographic
locations, including the preferred signs used by natives as well as
the signs traditionally used by Americans when referring to other
countries.

In Conclusion

There is something fascinating and compelling about sign language.
People from the hearing world who have occasion to take it up find
themselves caught up in this new way of communicating—intrigued by
the shift from a language of sound to a language of gesture, delighted
by the pantomimic quality of many of the signs. But as a person
becomes more fluent in ASL, it is the more subtle aspects of the lan-
guage, such as the charm of classifiers, the sophisticated use of space,
and the role of nonmanual cues, that keep the learner challenged and
stimulated. Although this dictionary provides a foundation in the
vocabulary of American Sign Language, the nuances of the language
can be absorbed only from its native speakers—Deaf people them-
selves. In the end, it is through interaction with the Deaf community
that this marvelous language can be learned and made to come alive.




Guide

How 10 USE THIS DICTIONARY

What This Dictionary Contains

Requirements of a Lexicon of Sign Language

Like any specialized dictionary, such as a legal or medical lexicon,
this one contains a specialized vocabulary. Rather than embracing the
full spectrum of terms—from common to technical—that one finds in
a standard dictionary of English, this book focuses on the body of
signs most responsive to the needs of users and students of American
Sign Language (ASL).

This means that while a broad range of concepts is covered, many
English words are not included. In some cases this is simply because
their signs are used infrequently. Other terms do not have a corre-
sponding sign; their meanings are communicated quite differently in
sign language—e.g., as an integrated component of some other sign,
as a nonmanual cue accompanying a sign, as a pointing (or “index-
ing”) movement, or by fingerspelling.

Conversely, there are strings of words in this book—phrases and
entire clauses—that would be out of place in a standard dictionary.
Here they represent concepts expressed in one unified signing gesture
in ASL. Examples are I love you and Now I remember.

Sources of Signs

For the most part, the signs in this dictionary are firmly established
elements of American Sign Language. New signs for nations and
nationalities and some signs from systems of Manually Coded English
(see Introduction, p. x) have also been included, to reflect recent
borrowings into ASL. In addition, the dic-tionary includes a few
fingerspelled forms, like ha ha, which are considered to be ASL signs
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(see Introduction, p. xxv), although no attempt is made to give a com-
prehensive listing of these terms.

Although some regional variation is represented, the signs have
been collected primarily from up and down the East Coast. The gener-
al tendency is for these signs to spread westward.

Usage Levels: The Social Appropriateness of Signs and
Their English Translations

Like English and every other language, American Sign Language
contains its share of terms that would be inappropriate in polite con-
versation. If a dictionary is to present an accurate picture of a lan-
guage, it must include even vulgar or disparaging terms. In this dictio-
nary, to prevent the novice from inadvertently insulting a conversa-
tional partner by unwittingly using a sign that would cause offense,
cautionary notations or labels have been included for such signs. For
example, a note at the end of the description of the sign might indi-
cate that the sign is used disparagingly, or a cautionary usage label
may be added to an English translation.

How to Find a Sign

Complete Entries

All entries—whether words or phrases, and whether common terms
or proper nouns—are presented in large boldface type in a single
alphabetical listing, following a strict letter-by-letter order that disre-
gards spaces between words, e.g., ever, everlasting, ever since. An
exception to this order is made for verb phrases, which are shown as
a group; for example, cast off and cast out are grouped together after
cast, and so precede castle.

Most signs can be found by looking them up under any of several
English words or phrases, only one of which, however, will set forth a
complete description of the sign. That complete entry usually includes
one or more part-of-speech labels (n. for noun, v. for verb, etc.), and
one or more short definitions and sample phrases or sentences, to
make it clear exactly what meanings and uses of the main entry word
are encompassed by the sign.

Additional words for concepts covered by that sign are often listed
within the entry in small boldface type, although the list of words with
equivalent or related meanings is by no means exhaustive. Typical
examples may be seen at the entry for confident, which lists the




related form confidence as another meaning for that sign, and the
entry for earn, which notes that the same sign is used for deserve,
income, salary, and wages. Where appropriate, these additional words
are given usage labels (e.g., informal, slang, vulgar, diminutive) to
emphasize that the sign portrayed in that entry may be interpreted in
those various ways depending upon the context and manner in which
it is used, and that it should therefore be used with some caution.

Cross References

A cross-reference entry, at its own alphabetical listing, shows nei-
ther definitions nor signs. Such an entry simply sends the reader to
one or more complete entries, where appropriate signs will be found.
An example is the entry for fatigue, which states: See signs for TIRED,
WEAK.

An additional type of cross reference, signaled by the instruction to
“See also sign for...,” is found within complete entries. This occurs
when the signs for two different words are interchangeable. For exam-
ple, at achieve there is an instruction to “See also sign for SUCCESSFUL,”
while at successful we find a matching instruction to “See also sign
for AcHIEVE.” This means that either sign may be used to represent
either concept.

Because the range of additional meanings for a sign may differ
widely from the meanings of its closest English translation, the rela-
tionship between a main entry and its cross references—all of which
share the same sign—is sometimes obscure to a person who is not flu-
ent in ASL. Although a cross reference may be virtually synonymous
with the main entry (officer refers to entries for captain and chief), it
is more likely to be linked to the main entry in some more nebulous,
conceptual fashion, without being directly substitutable for it in an
English sentence (at farm the reader is referred not only to the noun
agriculture, but also to the adjective sloppy). Occasionally, the dictio-
nary suggests a connection, as at the entry for alert, which reads:
“See sign for INSOMNIA. Shared idea of remaining awake.”

Multiple Entries for the Same Word

Often there are two or more separate entries for the same word,
each marked by a small identifying superscript number. These numeri-
cally sequenced groups of entries are of three sorts:

(1) Entries that have different signs because they differ in meaning
(country' “foreign nation” and country® “rural land”) or in part of
speech (fish' a noun and fish’ a verb). Each one is handled separately
as a complete entry.
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(2) Separate entries for a word that, though not varying in meaning
or part of speech, may be expressed by two or more interchangeable
signs. In these cases each numbered entry includes a sign and sign
description, but only the first entry in the group is defined; those that
follow are simply labeled “alternate sign.” See, for example, the two
interchangeable signs at the entries nosy' and nosy’.

(3) Entries with at least one of the terms in the group are cross ref-
erenced to a different sign elsewhere in the alphabet—e.g., pile’, a
complete main entry, and pile?, a cross reference to amount and stack.
Cross-reference entries are always shown last in any such sequence.

How to Make a Sign

lllustrations

Formation of the sign is illustrated at every complete entry and at
every entry labeled “alternate sign,” sometimes by a single picture but
more often by a series of full-torso line drawings that take the reader .
step by step through a sequence of movements. Arrows show the direc-
tion in which the hands move, and the accompanying description gives
any special instructions needed on how to execute the movement.

All the illustrations demonstrate how a right-handed signer would
execute each sign as seen by the listener; the model’s right hand is on
the reader’s left. A left-handed signer should transpose the illustrated
hands as well as the arrows when forming the sign—in other words,
treating the picture as if it were the reader’s mirror image.

In a sequence of pictures, the illustrations in a circle focus on some
significant portion of the movement, often the final position of the
hands. The reader should execute the signs in the order shown, from '
left to right.

Descriptions

Each illustration is supplemented by a verbal description giving
detailed instructions for making the sign. The formation of the sign is
described in terms of the four component parts of a sign (see Introduc-
tion, the section on Phonology, p. xii). These four parts are: (1) hand-
shape, (2) location in relation to the body, (3) movement of the hands,
and (4) orientation of the palms. Occasionally a fifth component, a
description of nonmanual cues, is added, as at the entry for small’,
where “while hunching the shoulders” signifies an intensification of the
smallness, making the term mean “very small,” “meager,” or “tiny.”
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In cases where the rhythm of the movement is a critical component
of the sign’s formation, the description may state that, for example,
the hands “move quickly” or the sign is “made with a deliberate
movement.” An indication is also given when a double movement is
required or when a movement is to be “repeated”—that is, made two
or more times.

Within the description, italicized terms such as A hand and C hand
refer to handshapes shown in the chart of the Manual Alphabet (p.
xxxviii). Terms such as 1 hand or 10 hand refer to handshapes for
numbers (p. xli). Other special handshapes, such as bent hand, open
hand, and flattened C hand, are shown on page xxxvii.

Hints

Beginning most descriptions is a bracketed memory aid, or hint.
These hints use a number of devices to help the reader understand
the nature of the sign and better remember how it is made. For a pan-
tomimic sign, for example, the reader may be instructed to perform an
appropriate imitative action, as at golf: [Mime swinging a golf club].
The hint for an iconic sign might point out the sign’s resemblance to
the thing depicted or to some aspect of that thing, e.g., at camp
[Shape of a tent] or, at ear: [Location of an ear].

The hint for a compound sign, one formed by combining two or
more independent signs, tells the reader which signs are to be com-
bined, as at income', where the hint is: [money + earn]. Superscript
numbers specify which of the multiple entries for the same word the
reader may use in forming the compound. For example, the hint
[gather'” + meeting] at conference' reveals that one may form con-
ference using either of the two signs for gather, although both the
description and the illustration refer only to gather'. The sign for a
compound often involves some streamlining of the component signs,
which is reflected in the description.

An initialized sign is formed with the handshape for the salient let-
ter in the English term, taken from the American Manual Alphabet
(see chart on p. xxxviii). The hint for Dallas: [Initialized sign],
reminds the reader that the handshape required is the D hand.
Similarly, the hint for hum is: [Initialized sign using m indicating the
sound that is made when humming].

Fingerspelled signs use the Manual Alphabet to spell out a short
word or abbreviation, as indicated by such hints as: [Fingerspell n-o]
for no and, at jack-o’-lantern: [Abbreviation j-o-1].

Two special notations used in the hints need a word of explanation.
First, an occasional reference is made to “the finger used for feelings.”
Signs made with the bent middle finger often refer to concepts of sen-
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sitivity, feelings, or personal contact; examples include the signs for
mercy, sick, and network. Second, allusions to the “male” and
“female” areas of the head relate to the fact that signs referring to
men, such as father and uncle, begin at or are made near the fore-
head, whereas signs referring to women, such as mother and aunt,
begin at or are made near the chin. A clear example of the importance
of this distinction may be seen in the signs for cousin, made near the
temple for a male cousin and near the lower cheek to refer to a female
cousin.

Abbreviations Used in
This Dictionary

adj. adjective
adv. adverb
adv. phrase adverbial phrase

auxiliary v. auxiliary verb
conj. conjunction
interj. interjection
n. noun

n. phrase noun phrase
pl. n. plural noun
prep. preposition
prep. phrase prepositional phrase
pron. pronoun

V. verb

v. phrase verb phrase




Handshapes Used in
This Dictionary

5 5

Open Bent Curved 5
fj‘g g)é
Flattened C Bent V Modified X

/ ! % U ({
Flattened O Modified C Curved 3
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Manual Alphabet and
Fingerspelling

The American Manual Alphabet is a series of handshapes used to repre-
sent each letter of the English alphabet. Many countries have their own
manual alphabets, just as they have their own sign languages. It is
important to note that although English is spoken in the United States
and in England, the English Manual Alphabet, which is formed by
using two hands, is very different from the American Manual Alphabet.

AARLEEN
%\ @@W%\
%\i‘iw«\% T8
4884 =
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Fingerspelling

Expressive

“Letters” from the manual alphabet are used to fingerspell words.
Fingerspelling, an important tool for communication, supplements
American Sign Language when a person does not know a sign, or no
sign exists for a concept. Fingerspelling is also used for proper nouns,
like people’s names or the names of companies. Often Deaf people use
fingerspelling to be sure that an idea is exactly communicated or for
emphasis. A beginning signer whose sign vocabulary may be limited
can use fingerspelling to fill in for unknown signs.

Mastering the art and skill of fingerspelling is a task requiring time
and practice. Some basic hints for clearer fingerspelling include the
following:

1.

Receptive

Keep your hand stable; try not to bounce your hand or to allow it
to “slip away” from its initial position.

Keep your hand in position, palm out, near the shoulder.

Avoid extraneous movements; they are distracting and cause con-
fusion in the intended message.

Try to maintain a smooth and steady rhythm in your finger-
spelling. Avoid choppy or irregular speed or flow.

Give adequate breaks between words.

Mouth or say the entire word, not each letter.

Concentrate on clearly forming the letters. Do not worry about
speed; speed will occur naturally as you become more comfort-
able with your fingerspelling.

When forming double letters, while holding the letter’s hand-
shape, move your hand slightly to the side with a little bounce. In
words with double letters made with a closed handshape (e.g., o,
s, and ¢), open your hand slightly between the two letters.

Watch the person with whom you are communicating and not
your hand.

Most people find reading and comprehending fingerspelled words to
be a much more arduous task than fingerspelling itself. Practicing to
understand fingerspelling during actual conversations with deaf indi-
viduals is probably the best way to improve your receptive skills.
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Here are several suggestions that may be helpful in becoming skill-
ful in reading another person’s fingerspelling.

1. Do not focus on each letter individually; instead, try to see the
whole word.

2. Let the content of the conversation lead you to predict the word
being fingerspelled.

3. Watch the fingerspelling peripherally; do not drop your eyes from
the overall signing space.

x|



abandon v. To give up with the intent of not

reclaiming: Abandon your wild ways. Related

form: abandonment n. Same sign used

for: discard, evict, expel, forsake,

throw out. \

@ [Natural gesture of giving up hope]
Beginning with both S hands in front of
the chest, both palms facing in and the
right hand above the left hand, quickly
throw the hands upward to the right while
opening into 5 hands in front of the right shoulder, ending with the palms facing back
and the fingers pointing up.

abate v. See sign for stor'.

abbreviate v. See sign for Bricr.

abdomen n. see sign for stomach.

ability n. Same sign as for able but made with a double movement. See also sign for
SKILL.

able’ adj. Having the skill or power to do something: able to swim.

B [Both hands sign yes, indicating ability to do something] Move
both A hands, palms facing down, downward simultaneously in
front of each side of the body.

able’ adj. See sign for skiLL.

abolish' v. See sign for pamace. Shared idea of destruction.

abolish’ v. See signs for ELIMINATE', REMOVE'.

abort v. See signs for ELIMINATE', REMOVE'. Related form: abortion n.




abortion

abortion n. The removal or expulsion of a fetus prior to
natural birth before it can survive: to have an abortion
before the fourth month of pregnancy.

B [Represents removing the fetus and throwing it away]
Beginning with the palm of the left open hand, palm
facing down, resting on the palm side of the right A
hand, palm facing up, turn the right hand over and move
it outward to the right while opening into a 5 hand in front of the right side of the
body, palm facing down.

about' prep. Having something to do with: a movie about tropical
rain forests. Same sign used for: concerning, regarding.

B [One thing moving about another] Move the extended right index
finger, palm facing in and finger pointing left, around the fingertips
of the left flattened O hand, palm facing in and fingers pointing
right.

about’ adv. See signs for ALMOST', APPROXIMATELY.

above prep. 1. At or to a higher place than: The kite floated
above the trees. —adv. 2. Higher or overhead: the sky above.
See also sign for: over’.

B (Indicates area above] Beginning with the right open hand on
the back of the left open hand, both palms facing down,
bring the right hand upward in an arc, ending several inches
above the left hand.

abrasive adj. See sign for RoUGH.

abrupt adj. Sudden: The road came to an abrupt end. Related
form: abruptly adv. Same sign used for: accelerate, quick,
quickly, snap.
B [A sudden action] Snap the thumb of the right hand off the
right middle finger, forming an A hand in front of the right
shoulder.

absent adj. 1. Not present: absent from class.

—u. 2, Keep (oneself) away: Do not absent yourself from

class without a good excuse. Related form: absence n.

Same sign used for: drain, extinct, gone, miss,

missing.

B [Something seems to go down the drain] Pull the right
flattened C hand, palm facing in, downward through
the left C hand, palm facing right, while closing the
fingers and thumb of the right hand together.

absent-minded adj. See sign for sLaNK'.




accelerate

absolute adj. Free from restriction or doubt: the absolute truth.
Related form: absolutely adv. Same sign used for: certain, truly.

B [true + a gesture that is used when one gives a promise] Beginning
with the thumb side of the extended right index finger against the
chin, palm facing left and finger pointing up, move the hand
forward while opening into an open hand, palm facing forward
and fingers pointing up.

absorb' v. To take in or suck up: A sponge will absorb the liquid.
Related forms: absorbent adj., absorption n. Same sign used
for: attract, magnetic.

B [The hands seem to be pulled together as if by a magnet] Begin-
ning with both 5 hands in front of each side of the body, palms
facing down and fingers pointing forward, bring the hands back
while forming flattened O hands, ending with the fingers of
both hands touching in front of the chest.

absorb’ v. See sign for RAPTURE.

abstain' v. To do without voluntarily: to abstain from
eating candy. Related form: abstinence n.
B [initialized sign sealing the lips closed] Move the finger-

tips of the right F hand, palm facing in, from left to
right across the mouth.

abstain’ v. To voluntarily refrain from sexual relations:
to abstain from sex until after marriage. Related
form: abstinence n. Same sign used for: celibate.

® [sex’; none'] Touch the index-finger side of the right
X hand first near the right eye and then to the right
side of the chin. Then move both flattened O hands
from in front of the chest outward to each side.

absurd’ adj. Ridiculous: It is absurd to think that a broken mirror
causes bad luck.

B Beginning with the index finger of the right 4 hand touching the

right side of the forehead, palm facing left, bring the hand for-
ward in a series of small arcs.

absurd’ adj. see sign for siLLy.

abuse v. See signs for BEAT’, BEAT UP, TORTURE.

accelerate v. See sign for ABRUPT.




accept

accept v. To receive with favor: to accept the invitation.
Related form: acceptance n. Same sign used for:
adopt, adoption, approval, approve.

| [Bring something that is accepted toward oneself]
Beginning with both 5 hands in front of the chest,

fingers pointing forward, bring both hands back Z
toward the chest while pulling the fingers and

thumbs of each hand together.

access v. See signs for ANALYZE, ENTER',

access code n. phrase. See sign for PasSWORD'.

accident' n. An unintended, damaging incident involving vehicles:
injured in a car accident. Same sign used for: collide, collision,
crash.

B [Two things collide with each other] Move both 5 hands from in
front of each side of the chest, palms facing in and fingers
pointing toward each other, while changing into A hands, ending
with the knuckles of both A hands touching in front of the chest.

accident’ n. See signs for HAPPEN, MISTAKE.

accidentally adv. By chance: spilled the milk accidentally.
Alternate form: by accident. Related form: accidental adj.
Same sign used for: amiss, by mistake.

B [Similar to sign for mistake except made with a twisting
movement] Twist the knuckles of the right Y hand, palm
facing in, on the chin from right to left.

acclaim v. See sign for ANNOUNCE.

acclamation n. See sign for PraisE.

accompany v. See sign for o wiTH.

accomplish v. See sign for successruL. Related form: accomplishment n.

according to In agreement with: Modify your exercise
routine according to your goals. Same sign used for:
proportion, ratio.

B [Initialized sign similar to sign for proportion
showing two similar things) Move both P hands,
palms facing down, from in front of the left side &
of the body to the right side of the body by bring-
ing the hands upward simultaneously in a large arc.




accredit v. To give official acceptance to: to accredit a col-
lege. Related forms: accreditation n., accredited adj.

Same sign used for: adopt, certify.

B [Stamping something with a seal] Beginning with
the right S hand in front of the right shoulder,
palm facing down, twist the wrist to hit the little-
finger side of the upturned left open hand with a
deliberate movement.

accrue v. See signs for app'?,

accumulate’ v. To collect or pile up in increasing
quantities: Dust accumulated on the furniture.
Related form: accumulation n. Same sign used
for: amass.

8 [More and more of something being piled up on
top of other things] Beginning with the right U
hand, palm facing left, beside the left U hand,
palm facing down, flip the right hand over with a
double movement, tapping the right fingers across
the left fingers each time.

accumulate? v. See signs for ADD', COLLECT.

accurate adj. See signs for PERFECT, PRECISE, RIGHT".

accusation' n. An allegation against: The landlord accused
the tenant of not paying the rent on time. Same sign used
for: allegation, charge.

8 [Similar to sign for blame except formed with a double
movement] Push the little-finger side of the right A hand,
palm facing left, forward with a double movement across
the back of the left A hand, palm facing down.

accusation’ n. See sign for FavLt?.

accuse v. See sign for BLAME'.

accustomed to See sign for HaBiT.

ache v., n. See signs for HurT', PAIN',

achieve v. To succeed in doing or getting by one’s
own efforts: achieve one’s purpose; achieve fame.
Related form: achievement n. See also sign for
SUCCESSFUL. Same sign used for: chalk up, success.

B [An accumulation of something] Beginning with
the left bent hand over the right bent hand in
front of the chest, both palms facing down, move
the hands with an alternating movement over each other to in front of the face.




acid

acid n. 1. A sour substance: Vinegar
is an acid. 2. A chemical substance
that unites with a base to form a
salt: The acid ate holes in the
marble. Related form: acidic adj.
Same sign used for: cancer,
eat up.

B [Action of acid eating something]
Open and tightly close the fingers of the right curved 5 hand as it moves with a
crawling movement from the heel to the fingertips of the left open hand, palm
facing right.

acquaint v. See sign for AsSOCIATE.

acquire v. See signs for GET, LEARN, TAKE.

acquit v. See sign for pismiss'.

acquittal n. see sign for excuse'.

acreage n. See sign for LaND',

across prep. 1. From one side to another of: to walk across
the street. 2. On the other side of: The mailbox is across
the street. —adv. From one side to another: How can
we get across? Same sign used for: after, afterward,
cross, over.

B [Movement across another thing] Push the little-finger
side of the right open hand, palm facing left, across
the back of the left open hand, palm facing down.

act' v. 1. To perform an action: to
act quickly in an emergency. —n.
2. Anything done or being done:
an act of mercy. Related forms:
action n., activity n. Same
sign used for: deed.

8 [The hands seem to be actively
doing something] Move both C hands, palms facing down, simultaneously back and
forth in front of the body with a swinging movement.

act’ v. To play a part: to act in the school play. Same sign used for:
drama, perform, play, show, theater.

8 [Initialized sign] Bring the thumbs of both A hands, palms facing
each other, down each side of the chest with alternating circular
movements.




addicted

active' adj. Doing things or moving much of the time:
She is an active child. Related forms: action n.,
activity n. Same sign used for: deed, labor, work.

B [The hands seem to be actively doing something]
Move both C hands, palms facing down, back and
forth in front of the body in opposite directions
with a double swinging movement.

active’ adj. See sign for ampiTious'.

actual adj. See signs for REAL, TRUE.

actually adv. See sign for TRUE.

adapt v. See sign for cHance'.

add' or add up v. or v. phrase. To combine so as to find the
sum: to add 2 and 2; to add up the numbers. Related forms:
addition n. additional adj. Same sign used for: accrue,
accumulate, amount, plus, sum, total.

B [Hands bring two quantities together] Beginning with the right
5 hand from above the right shoulder, palm facing down, and
the left 5 hand near the left side of the waist, palm facing up,
bring the hands toward each other while changing into flattened
O hands, ending with the fingertips touching each other in front of
the chest.

add’ or add to v. Put together with something else: to add sugar to tea. Related
forms: addition n. additional adj. Same sign used for: accrue,
amend, amount, bonus, extra, supplement.

B [One hand brings an additional amount to the other hand] Swing the
right 5 hand upward from the right side of the body while changing
into a flattened O hand, ending with the right index finger touching
the little-finger side of the left flattened O hand in front of the chest,
both palms facing in.

addition n. See sign for pLus'.

addicted’ adj. Being a slave to a habit: addicted to drugs.
Related form: addiction n. Same sign used for:
hooked.

B [Gesture indicates that one is “hooked”] With the
index finger of the right X hand hooked in the
right corner of the mouth, pull the mouth out-
ward to the right.




addicted

addicted’ adj. (alternate sign)

B [become + habit] With the palms of both open
hands together, right hand on top of left hand,
twist the wrists in opposite directions in order
to reverse positions. Then with the heel of the
right C hand across the wrist of the left S hand,
palm facing down, move the hands down simultaneously in front of the chest.

address’ n. 1. The designation of a place where a person or
business resides or may be reached: Write the address on
the envelope. —v. 2. To affix directions for delivery on: to
address the envelope. Same sign used for: residence.

B [Initialized sign similar to sign for live] Move both A
hands, palms facing in, upward on each side of the
chest with a double movement.

address’ v. See sign for spEak’.

adept adj. See sign for apRoIT.

adequate adj. See sign for ENOUGH.

adhere v. See signs for appLy’, sTick'.

adhesive n., adj. See sign for stick’.

adhesive tape n. See sign for BANDAGE.

adjacent adj. See sign for BESIDE.

adjust v. See sign for cHANGE'.

administer v. See sign for MANAGE. Alternate form: administrate.

admission n. The right to enter: The university approved
the applicant’s request for admission. Alternate form:
admittance. Same sign used for: enter, entrance, entry.
| [Similar to sign for enter except formed with a
double movement]} Move the back of the right
open hand forward in a downward arc under the

down, with a double movement. @

palm of the left open hand, both palms facing
admit’ v. To acknowledge as true: Admit that you made a mistake.
=

Related form: admission n. Same sign used for: confess,
confession, submit, willing.

@ [Hand seems to bring a confession from the chest] Move the right
open hand, palm facing in, from the chest forward in an arc
while turning the palm slightly upward. \




advanced

admit® v. See sign for ENTER.

admonish v. See sign for scoLp, warN.

adopt v. See signs for ACCEPT, ACCREDIT, APPROVE, TAKE. Related form: adoption n.

adore v. See sign for worsHIP'.

adrift adj. See sign for roam.

adroit adj. skillful: an adroit mountain climber. Same sign
used for: adept, expert, good at, skillful, whiz (informal).

W Beginning with the fingertips of the right F hand touching
the chin, palm facing forward, twist the hand to turn the
palm inward.

adult n. 1. A fully grown person, animal, or plant: Children
must be accompanied by an adult. —adj. 2. Mature, as
befitting adults: an adult movie. Same sign used for:
grown-up.

B [Initialized sign formed in the traditional male and
female positions; can be formed with an opposite
movement] Move the thumb of the right A hand,
palm facing forward, from the side of the forehead
to the lower cheek.

adultery n. Unfaithfulness of a husband or wife: a wife
guilty of adultery.

B [Initialized sign indicating moving from one partner to
another] Tap the knuckles of the right A hand, palm
facing down, first on the index fingertip and then
on the middie fingertip of the left V hand.

advance v. 1. To move forward or upward: The army advanced a
short distance. 2. To further the development or progress of: to
advance the research regarding AIDS. Same sign used for: exalt.

® [Moving to a more advanced position] Beginning with the back of
the right bent hand touching the palm of the left open hand, both
palms facing in, move the right hand upward and forward of the
left hand.

advanced adj. Beyond a beginning level: advanced algebra.
Same sign used for: elevate, elevated, elevation, exalt,
exalted, exaltation, higher, prominent, promote,
promotion, supreme.

® [Moving to a more advanced position] Move both bent
hands, palms facing each other, from near each side of the
head upward a short distance in a deliberate arc.




advantage

advantage’ n. Anything in one’s favor: Her knowledge
of Spanish gave her a great advantage over me. Same
sign used for: scrounge, take advantage of.
B Flick the bent middle finger of the right 5 hand
upward off the heel of the left open hand.

advantage’ n. See sign for BENEFIT.

advertise v. To announce or praise publicly in order to sell: to advertise
a new soap on television. Related form: advertisement n. Same sign
used for: broadcast, commercial, propaganda, publicity, publicize.

® Beginning with the thumb side of the right S hand, palm facing left,
against the little-finger side of the left S hand, palm facing right,
move the right hand forward and back. The noun form of this sign
is formed with a double movement.

advice n. Someone’s opinion about what should be done:
He gave them good advice. Same sign used for: effect.

B [Sending information to another] Beginning with the
fingertips of the right flattened O hand on the back
of the left open hand, palm facing down, move the
right hand forward while spreading the fingers into
a 5 hand.

advise' v. Same sign as for Apvice but made with a double movement.

advise’ v. See sign for COUNSEL.

advisor n. A person with the authority to give
advice to another person: The student met with
her advisor. Same sign used for: consultant,
counselor.

® [advice + person marker] Beginning with the
fingertips of the flattened O hand on the back
of the left open hand, palm facing down, move the right hand forward while
spreading the fingers into a 5 hand. Then move both open hands, palms facing each
other, downward along each side of the body.

advocate v. See sign for suppoRr.

aerial n. See sign for ANTENNA.

affect v. See signs for COUNSEL, INFLUENCE.

affection n. See sign for Huc. Related form: affectionate adj.

affiliation n. See sign for cooperatiON.

10



again

affirm v. See sign for PROMISE.

affix v. See sign for appLy’.

afford v. To have money for: We can’t afford a new car. Same sign
used for: debt, due, liability, owe, payable.

W [Indicates that money should be deposited in the palm] Tap the
extended right index finger on the palm of the left open hand
with a double movement.

affront v. See signs for insutr.

afraid adj. Feeling fear: afraid of heights. Same sign used for: fright,
frightened, panic, scare, scared, terrified, terrify, timid.

B [Hands put up a protective barrier} Beginning with both A hands in
front of each side of the chest, spread the fingers open with a quick
movement, forming 5 hands, palms facing in and fingers pointing
toward each other.

after' prep. 1. Later in time than: after dinner.
—conj. 2. Subsequent to the time that: The speaker arrived
after you left. —adv. 3. Afterward: the day after. Same sign
used for: afterward, beyond, from now on, rest of.

B [A time frame occurring after another thing] Beginning with
the palm of the right bent hand touching the back of the
fingers of the left open hand, both palms facing in, move the
right hand forward a short distance.

after’ prep. See sign for across.

after a while See sign for Later.

afternoon n. The part of the day between noon and evening:
this afternoon. Same sign used for: matinee, RM.

8 [The sun going down in the afternoon] With the bottom
of the right forearm resting on the back of the left open
hand, palm facing down, move the right open hand
downward with a double movement.

afterward adv. See signs for across, AFTER', LATER.

again adv. Once more: do it again. Same sign used for:
encore, over, reiterate, repeat.

B Beginning with the right bent hand beside the left curved
hand, both palms facing up, bring the right hand up while
turning it over, ending with the fingertips of the right hand
touching the palm of the left hand.




against

against prep. In opposition to: I was against the idea. Same
sign used for: anti- [prefix], opposed to, prejudice.

B [Demonstrates making contact with a barrier] Hit the

fingertips of the right bent hand into the left open hand,
palm facing right.

age n. Length of life or existence: She left school at age sixteen.

B {An old man's beard] Move the right O hand, palm facing left,
downward a short distance from the chin while changing into an
S hand.

agency n. See sign for ASSOCIATION.

agenda n. A list of things to deal with: on the agenda
for the next meeting.

8 [Initialized sign similar to sign for list] Move the palm
side of the right A hand from first touching the
fingers and then the heel of the left open hand,
palm facing right.

aggravate v. 1. To make worse or more severe: By doing that
you’re aggravating an already bad situation. 2. To annoy:
Stop aggravating me with your silly questions. Related forms:
aggravated adj., aggravation n.

® [Mixing up emotions] Move both curved 5 hands, palms
facing in, in large alternating circles on each side of the
chest.

aggravated v. See sign for piscusTED'.

aggressive adj. See sign for aMBITIOUS'.

agile adj. See sign for skiLL.

ago adj. Past: two weeks ago. Same sign used for: last, past, was,
were.

B [Indicates a time in the past] Move the right bent hand back
over the right shoulder, palm facing back.

12



airplane

agree' v. 1. To have the same opinion: I agree with the association
rules. 2. To consent: He agreed to finish the work for us. 3. To
suit: The climate doesn’t agree with me. Same sign used for:
all in favor, compatible, compromise, concur, deal, in accord,
in agreement.

B [think + lining up two things to show they agree with each
other] Move the extended right index finger from touching the
right side of the forehead downward to beside the extended left
index finger, ending with both fingers pointing forward in front
of the body, palms facing down.

agree’ v. To have the same opinion as the person one is conversing
with or within view: I agree with you. Same sign used for: me, too.

® [Directional sign showing that two people share the same
opinion] Move the right Y hand, palm facing left, from the right
shoulder forward and back with a double movement.

agriculture n. See sign for rarm.

ahead adv. In front: Walk ahead of me. Same sign used for:
forward, further.

B [The hand moves to a position ahead] Beginning
with the palm sides of both A hands together, H
move the right hand forward in a small arc.

aid n. See sign for HELP.

aide n. See sign for AssisTANT.

aim v. See sign for GoaL.

air conditioning n. A system for cooling air within
a building or vehicle: turn up the air conditioning.
Related form: air conditioner.

m [Abbreviation a-c + a gesture showing air
blowing at one’s face] Form an A and then a
C in front of the right shoulder. Then with
both open hands near each side of the face,
palms facing back and fingers pointing up, bend the fingers up and down with a
double movement.

airplane n. A vehicle for flying in the air: fly in an airplane.
Same sign used for: airport, jet, plane.

8 [Shape and movement of an airplane] Move the right hand with
the thumb, index finger, and little finger extended, palm facing
down, forward with a short repeated movement in front of the
right shoulder.

13



airtight

airtight adj. See signs for seaL?, seaL ONE’s Lips'.

alarm n. A warning or a device to sound a warning: a burglar alarm.
Same sign used for: alert, drill.

u [Action of clapper on alarm bell] Tap the extended index finger of
the right hand, palm facing forward, against the left open hand,
palm facing right, with a repeated movement.

alas interj. Exclamation of grief or regret: Alas, it was too late!
Same sign used for: drat, shoot.

B [Natural gesture] Snap the middle finger off the thumb of the
right 3 hand, palm facing in, while swinging the right hand in
toward the center of the chest.

alcohol n. See sign for wHiskEy.

alcoholic drink n. phrase. See sign for cocktaiL.

alert' n. See sign for aLarm.

alert’ n. See sign for INsomnIA. Shared idea of remaining awake.

algebra n. A branch of mathematics that deals with relations
between quantities, using letters and other symbols to represent
numbers: study algebra.

B [Initialized sign similar to sign for arithmetic] With a repeated
movement, brush the palm side of the right A hand as it moves
left in front of the chest, palm facing down, against the palm
side of the left A hand, palm facing up, as it moves right.

align' v. To bring into line: align the chairs in a row.

B [Putting something into alignment with another thing]
Move the little-finger side of the right B hand, palm
facing left and fingers pointing forward, forward with
a wavy movement along the extended left index
finger, palm facing right and finger pointing
forward.

align’ v. See sign for LINE P.

alike' adj. 1. Similar (used for two people or things): The twins are alike
in many ways. —adv. 2. In the same manner (used for two people
or things): to treat them both alike. See also sign for LIKE’. Same
sign used for: identical, look alike, same, similar.

B [Sign moves between two people or things that are similar] Move
the right Y hand, palm facing down, from side to side with a
short repeated movement in front of the body.

14



allegation

alike? adj. 1. (Used for more than two that are similar): They are all
alike. —ady. 2. In the same manner (used for more than two people
or things): to treat them all alike. See also signs for LIKE®, SAME’.
Same sign used for: similar, uniform.

® [Sign shows things that are similar] Move the right Y hand, palm
facing down, in a flat circle in front of the body.

alimony n. Court-ordered periodic allowance paid following
a divorce or separation: She received alimony on the first of
every month from her ex-husband. Same sign used for:
maintenance, spousal support.

B [pay + support] Beginning with the extended right
index finger touching the palm of the left open hand,
palms facing each other, move the right finger forward
with a double movement off the left fingertips. Then
push the knuckles of the right S hand against the little finger of the left S hand, both
palms in, pushing the left hand upward a short distance in front of the chest.

alive adj. See sign for LIVE.

all pron. Everyone or everything: All the hot dogs were eaten.
Same sign used for: entire, total, whole.

B [The hand encompasses the whole thing] Move the right
open hand from near the left shoulder in a large circle
in front of the chest, ending with the back of the right
hand in the left open hand held in front of the body,
palms facing in.

all afternoon adv. Through the whole afternoon: worked all
afternoon.

# [afternoon formed with a continuous movement indicating
duration] With the right forearm on the back of the left open
hand, palm facing down, move the right B hand smoothly
downward from in front of the right shoulder.

all along adv. See signs for co on', siNcE'.

all day adv. Through the whole day: stayed all day.

8 [Shows movement of the sun through the day] With the
fingers of the left open hand in the crook of the right arm,
move the right B hand smoothly from the right side of the
body in a large arc in front of the body, ending with the
right hand, palm facing down, on the back of the left arm
near the elbow.

allegation n. See sign for accusation’.
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allegiance

allegiance n. See sign for supporr.

all gone adj. See signs for NOTHING®, RUN OUT OF.

alligator n. A large reptile with a broad head and powerful jaws: the alligator’s
teeth. Same sign used for: jaws.

B [Mimes action of alligator's jaws] Beginning with
the fingertips and heels of both curved 5 hands
touching, right hand on top of the left hand and
fingers forward, bring the hands apart and together
again with a double movement.

all in favor See sign for acree'.

all morning adv. Through the whole morning: worked all morning
without a break.

B [morning formed with a continuous movement indicating
duration] With the fingers of the left open hand in the crook
of the right arm, move the right B hand smoothly upward
from in front of the right side of the body to in front of the €
right shoulder, palm facing back.

all night adv. Through the whole night: to lie awake all night. Same
sign used for: overnight.

B [night formed with a continuous movement indicating duration)
With the fingers of the left open hand in the crook of the right
arm, move the right B hand smoothly downward from in front
of the right side of the chest, ending under the left arm, paim
facing back.

all over adv. Everywhere: spread the paint all over. Same sign used
for: overall.

B [Surrounds entire thing] Move the right 5 hand from in front of
the right side of the body, palm facing forward, in a large arc in
front of the face, ending in front of the left side of the body. ‘

allow v. See sign for LeT.

allowance n. See sign for pension.

all right adv. See sign for ricut*.

all the time adv. Continuously: The baby cries all the time. Same
sign used for: ever since, total.

B [Hands bring together a total amount of time} Move both
curved 5 hands from in front of each shoulder, palms facing
each other, toward each other while closing the fingers,
ending with the fingertips of both flattened O hands
touching in front of the chest.

16



alter

ally n. see sign for ReLATIONSHIP.

almost' adv. A little less than; very nearly: almost time to go. Same sign
used for: about, barely, nearly.

B Brush the fingertips of the right open hand upward off the back of
the left fingers, both palms facing up.

almost? adv. See sign for CLOSE cALL.

alone' adv. 1. Without company: He played alone. —adj. 2. Separate
or without help from others: She alone knows how to open the safe.
Same sign used for: isolated, lone, only, orphan, solely.

M [Shows one thing alone] With the right index finger extended up,

move the right hand, palm facing back, in a small repeated circle
in front of the right shoulder.

alone?’ adj. See sign for SINGLE.

a lot adv. See signs for MaNY, MucH.

aloud adv. See sign for NoIsE.

alphabet n. The letters of a language in sequential order:
26 letters in the English alphabet.

B [a-b-c + fingerspell] With the right hand, palm
facing forward, sequentially form the first three
manual alphabet letters in front of the right
shoulder, moving the hand slightly to the right
after each letter. Then move the right 5 hand,
palm facing down, to the right in front of the right shoulder while wiggling the
fingers.

already adv. See sign for FinisH'.

altar n. A table used for religious ceremonies: worship at the altar.

B [Initialized sign showing the shape of an altar] Beginning with
the thumbs of both A hands touching in front of the body,
palms facing down, move the hands apart and then down in
front of each side of the body.

alter v. See sign for cuance'.
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alternate

alternate v. See sign for TurN'.

alternative n. See sign for EITHER'.

although conj. See sign for sut.

altitude n. see sign for nich.

alumnus n. A graduate of a specific school: The alumni
came together for a reunion.

@ [Initialized sign similar to sign for year] Beginning with
the right A hand, palm facing left, over the left A
hand, palm facing right, move the right hand forward
in a complete circle around the left hand, ending with
the little-finger side of the right hand on the thumb
side of the left hand.

aIways adv. Every time: Night always follows day. Same sign used
for: ever.

B [A continuous circle signifying duration] Move the extended right
index finger, palm facing in and finger angled up, in a repeated &
circle in front of the right side of the chest.

amass v. See signs for ACCUMULATE', COLLECT.

amaze v. See signs for SURPRISE, WONDERFUL. Related form: amazement adj.

amazed v. See sign for INCREDIBLE'.

ambiguous adj. See signs for vAGUE, ZEAL.

ambitious' adj. Having a strong desire for success: an
ambitious actress. Related form: ambition n. Same sign
used for: active, aggressive.

B [Initialized sign] Move both A hands, palms facing in,
in large alternating circles upward on each side of the
chest.

ambitious’ adj. See sign for coaL.

ambulance n. A vehicle for carrying sick or
injured people, usually to a hospital: Call
an ambulance! Same sign used for: siren.

® [Represents flashing light on an ambulance]
Move the right flattened O hand in a cir-
cular movement near the right side of the
head by repeatedly twisting the wrist and opening the fingers into a 5 hand each time.
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amount

amen interj. Expression of solemn agreement: forever and ever,
amen. Same sign used for: pray, prayer.

® [Natural gesture for folding one’s hands to pray] Bring
the palms of both open hands together, fingers angled
upward, while moving the hands down and in toward
the chest.

amend v. See sign for app’.

America n. The lands of the Western Hemisphere: North America;
the United States: 50 states in the United States. Related form:
American adj., n.

B With the fingers of both hands loosely entwined, palms facing
in, move the hands in circle in front of the chest.

American Sign Language or ASL n.
A visual-gestural language used by
deaf people in the United States: to
communicate in American Sign
Language.

N [Initialized sign similar to gesture
+ language] With both A hands
in front of chest, palms facing forward
and right hand higher than the left, move the hands in an alternating circular
movement toward the chest. Then move both L hands from together in front of the
chest, palms facing down, simultaneously apart to each side of the chest.

amid or admidst prep. See sign for amonG.

amiss adj. See sign for ACCIDENTALLY.

among prep. 1. In the middle of or surrounded by: You
are among friends. 2. With a share for each of: divided
it among ourselves. 3. By the joint action of: argued
among ourselves. Same sign used for: amid,
admidst, midst.

® [Shows one moving among others} Move the
extended right index finger in and out between the
fingers of the left 5 hand, both palms facing in.

amount' n. A quantity: a small amount of money. Same sign
used for: heap, lump, pile.

® [Shows a small amount in a pile] Move the extended right
index finger, palm facing down, in an arc from near the
heel to the fingers of the upturned left open hand,
ending with the right palm facing in toward the chest.
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amount

amount’ n. See sign for app'.

amusing adj. See sign for FUNNY.

analyze v. To examine carefully: analyze the situation.
Related form: analysis n. Same sign used for:
access, diagnose, diagnosis, evaluate, examine,
gauge, investigate.

B [Taking something apart to analyze it] With both
bent V hands near each other in front of the chest,
palms facing down, move the fingers apart from
each other with a downward double movement while bending the fingers.

ancestor n. A person from whom one is descended: My
ancestors came from Germany.

B {Shows moving back into the past] Beginning with
both open hands in front of the right shoulder,
palms facing in and right hand above the left hand,
roll the hands over each other with an alternating
movement while moving the hands back over the right
shoulder.

anchor n. A piece of iron fastened by a chain or rope to a ship to hold
it in place: drop the anchor.

® [Represents unhooking an anchor and dropping it] Beginning with
the thumb side of the right X hand, palm facing down, against the
palm of the left 3 hand, palm facing right and fingers pointing
forward, bring the right hand downward in an arc, ending with the
palm facing left.

ancient adj. See sign for LoNG AGo.

and conj. As well as: you and I.

B Move the right curved 5 hand, palm facing left, to the right in front
of the body while closing the fingers to the thumb, ending in a
flattened O hand.

and so forth See sign for varieTy.

angel n. A spiritual being serving God: an angel from heaven.
Same sign used for: wings.

® [Shows movement of an angel’s wings] Beginning
with the fingertips of both bent hands touching each
shoulder, palms facing down, twist the hands forward
and outward and bend the fingers up and down with
a repeated movement.
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anniversary

anger' n. A strong feeling of displeasure and hostility: broke the vase in
anger. Related form: angry adj. See also sign for cross’. Same sign
used for: cross, enrage, fury, mad, outrage, rage.

B [Hands bring up feeling of anger in the body] Beginning with the

fingertips of both curved 5 hands on the lower chest, bring the
hands upward and apart, ending in front of each shoulder.

anger’n. (alternate sign) Related form: angry adj. Same sign
used for: cross, furious, grouchy, grumpy, mad, rage.

B [Hand seems to pull the face down into a scowl] With the
palm of the right 5 hand in front of the face, fingers pointing
up, bring the hand slightly forward while constricting the
fingers into a curved 5 hand.

angle n. The shape formed by two surfaces or lines
meeting: A right angle is an angle of 90°.
B [Shape of an angle] With the extended right index
finger, trace along the index finger and thumb of
the left L hand, palm facing forward.

angry adj. See sign for cross’.

animal n. A living thing not a plant: Dogs are my favorite
animals. Same sign used for: beast.

8 Beginning with the fingertips of both curved 5 hands
on the chest near each shoulder, roll the fingers toward
each other on their knuckles with a double movement
while keeping the fingers in place.

annex v. See sign for BELONG'.

anniversary' n. The yearly return of a special date:
celebrate our wedding anniversary.

B [annual + celebrate] Beginning with the little-
finger side of the right S hand on the thumb of
the left S hand, flick the right index finger
forward and back with a double movement.
Then move both modified X hands in large
simultaneous circles, palms facing back, near each
side of the head.

anniversary’ n. See sign for CELEBRATE.
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announce

announce v. To give public notice: announce the score. Related
form: announcement n. Same sign used for: acclaim, decla-
ration, declare, proclaim, proclamation, reveal, tell.

B [tell with a movement that shows a general announce-
ment] Beginning with the extended index fingers of both
hands pointing to each side of the mouth, palms facing
in, twist the wrists and move the fingers forward and apart
from each other, ending with the palms facing forward and the index fingers pointing
outward in opposite directions.

annoy v. To disturb in a way that irritates: annoy the teacher
with constant interruptions. Same sign used for: bother,
disturb, interfere, interrupt, intervene, irritate, nuisance.

B [A gesture showing something interfering with something
else] Sharply tap the little-finger side of the right open
hand, palm facing in at an angle, at the base of the thumb
and index finger of the left open hand with a double movement.

annual adj. 1. Once a year: annual event. 2. Of or for one year:
annual salary. Related form: annually adv. Same sign used
for: every year, per annum.

B [Formed like year as it moves into the future] Beginning with
the little-finger side of the right S hand on the thumb side of
the left S hand, palms facing in opposite directions, flick the
right index finger forward and back with a double movement.

anoint v. To put oil on (a person), especially in a religious ceremony:
anoint the king.

B [Mime pouring oil on something] Move the extended thumb of
the right 70 hand, palm facing right, and thumb pointing down,
in a flat circle over the left S hand, palm facing down, with a
double movement.

anonymous adj. Not named or identified: The
newspaper received an anonymous letter.

® [don't know + name'] Beginning with the fingers
of the right bent hand touching the right side of the
forehead, swing the hand forward by twisting the
wrist, ending with the fingers pointing forward in front
of the right shoulder. Then tap the middle-finger side
of the right H hand across the index-finger side of the left H hand with a double
movement. '

another adj. 1. A different or additional (one): another glass of water.
—pron. 2. A different or additional one: He went from one thing to
another. Same sign used for: other.

B [Points away to another] Beginning with the right 70 hand in front
of the body, palm facing down and thumb pointing left, flip the
hand over to the right, ending with the palm facing up and the
thumb pointing right.
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any

answer n. 1. A response to a question: the right answer.
—uv. 2. To respond to a question: Please answer the question.
Same sign used for: react, reply, respond, response.

B (Indicates directing words of response to another] Beginning with
both extended index fingers pointing up in front of the mouth,
right hand nearer the mouth than the left and both palms facing
forward, bend the wrists down simultaneously, ending with fingers
pointing forward and the palms facing down.

ant n. A small insect that lives in large groups: ants crawling all over
the picnic table.
® [Initialized sign showing the movement of an ant's legs] With the
heel of the left A hand on the back of the right curved 5 hand,

palm facing down, move the right hand forward while wiggling
the fingers.

antagonism n. See sign for STRUGGLE.

antagonistic adj. See sign for coNTRARY'.

antenna n. A wire or rod for conducting radio or television signals:
adjust the antenna to get a better picture. Same sign used for:
aerial.

B [Shape of an antenna) Place the palm of the right 3 hand on the
extended left index finger pointing up, palm facing right.

anti- prefix. See signs for AGAINST, RESIST.

anticipate v. See sign for HopE. Related form: anticipation n.

antsy adj. See sign for RESTLESS.

anxiety n. See signs for CONCERN?, NERVOUS.

anxious adj. See signs for NERVOUS, TROUBLE', ZEAL.

any adj. 1. One or some, no matter which: Choose any book you like.
—pron. 2. An unspecified person or thing: I don’t want any.

B Beginning with the right 70 hand in front of the chest, palm facing
left, twist the wrist and move the hand down and to the right,
ending with the palm facing down.
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anybody

anybody pron. Any person: Anybody can make a mistake.
B [any + you] Beginning with the right 10 hand in front

of the chest, palm facing left, twist the wrist and move
the hand down and to the right, ending with the patm
facing down. Then move the extended right index
finger, palm facing left and finger pointing forward,
in an arc from left to right in front of the body.

anyone pron. Any person: Is anyone home?
B [any + one] Beginning with the right 70 hand in front of the

chest, palm facing left, twist the wrist and move the hand
down and to the right, ending with the palm facing down.
Then hold the extended right index finger up in front of
the chest, patm facing in.

anything pron. A thing of any kind: Do you want anything
from the store?

B [any + thing] Beginning with the right 70 hand in

front of the chest, palm facing left, twist the wrist
and move the hand down and to the right, ending
with the palm facing down. Then move the right
curved hand from the right side of the body, palm
facing up, outward to the right in a double arc.

anyway adv. In any case: [ will do it anyway,
whether you want me to or not. Same sign used
for: despite, doesn’t matter, even though,
hardly, however, nevertheless, regardless,
whatever.

& [Flexible hands signify no firm position} Begin-

ning with both open hands in front of the
body, fingers pointing toward each other
and palms facing in, move the hands forward and back from the body with a repeated
alternating movement, striking and bending the fingers of each hand as they pass.

anywhere adv. In or to any place: Put it anywhere.
B [any + where] Beginning with the right 70 hand in front

of the chest, palm facing left, twist the wrist and move
the hand down and to the right, ending with the palm
facing down. Then move the extended right index fin-
ger, pointing up in front of the chest and palm facing
forward, back and forth with a repeated movement.

apart adv. See signs for PART’, SEPARATE.

ape n. See signs for GORILLA, MONKEY.

apiece adv. See sign for EAcH.

24



appetite

apologize v. See sign for sorrv. Related form: apology n.

apostrophe n. The mark, ’, used in contractions or
with possessive nouns: The word “don’t” has an
apostrophe. Same sign used for: comma.

B [Mime drawing an apostrophe in the air] Draw an
apostrophe in the air with the extended right
index finger, pointing forward, by twisting the
wrist in front of the right shoulder.

apparel n. See sign for cLoTHEs.

apparently adv. See sign for seem.

appeal v. See sign for suGEsT.

appear v. See signs for SEEM, SHOW UP.

appearance n. One’s outward look: He has a sinister appearance.
B [Shows area of facial appearance] Move the right 5 hand, palm
facing in, in a large circle in front of the face.

appease v. See sign for SATISFY.

appendix n. A small tube attached to the intestine: The doctor is
going to remove your appendix.
B [Shape and location of appendix] Bend the extended right
index finger, palm facing back, forward and back with a
double movement near the right side of the waist.

appetite’ n. A desire for food: Teenagers have big
appetites.

B [hungry + food] Beginning with the fingertips of the
right C hand touching the chest, palm facing in,
move the hand downward a short distance. Then
bring the fingertips of the right flattened O hand,
palm facing down, to the lips with a double
movement.

appetite’ n. See sign for HUNGRY.
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applaud

applaud v. To express approval by clapping the hands: ap-
plaud your favorite candidate. Related form: applause n.
Same sign used for: clap, commend, praise.

B [Natural gesture for clapping] Pat the palm of the right

open hand across the palm of the left open hand with
a double movement.

apple n. A rounded firm fruit with red, green, or yellow skin:
eat an apple.
® With the knuckle of the right X hand near the right side

of the mouth, twist the wrist downward with a double
movement.

apply' v. To assign for a specific purpose: apply the payment
to the loan. Related form: applicable adj. Same sign
used for: charge, file, implement, install, post, use.

B [Put messages on a spindle] Move the fingers of the
right V hand, palm facing forward, downward on each
side of the extended left index finger, pointing up in
front of the chest.

apply‘ v. To make a formal request: to apply for a job.
Related form: application n. Same sign used for:
candidate, eligible, nominate, voluntary, volunteer.

B [Seems to pull oneself forward to apply for something]
Pinch a small amount of clothing on the right side of
the chest with the fingers of the right F hand and pull ‘
forward with a short double movement.

apply’® v. To put on: apply glue on the
envelope’s flap. Same sign used for:
adhere, affix.

| [Mime applying tape or a label]
Move the fingers of the right H
hand, palm facing left, against the
palm of the left open hand, palm
facing right, and pull downward to the heel of the left palm.

apply* v. See sign for LABEL.
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approach

appoint' v. To choose for a position: appoint a
committee to study the issue. Same sign used for:
choose, elect, select.

m [Fingers seem to pick someone] Beginning with
the thumb side of the right G hand, palm facing
down and fingers pointing forward, against the
left open hand, palm facing right and fingers
pointing up, pull the right hand in toward the chest while pinching the index finger
and thumb together.

appoint’ v. To assign officially, as to an office or position: to be
appointed chairman. Related form: appointment n. Same sign used
for: assign.

B [Hand seems to grab someone and set that person aside] Beginning
with the right curved 5 hand in front of the right side of the
body, palm facing left, move the hand to the left while
closing into an S hand. Then move the right S hand forward
and to the left in a short arc.

appointment n. A meeting at an established time: I have
a doctor’s appointment at 5:00. Same sign used for:
assignment, book, engagement, reservation.

B Move the right S hand, palm facing down, in a small
circle and then down to the back of the left A hand,
palm facing down in front of the chest.

appreciate’ v. To recognize and think highly of: appreciate good music.
Related form: appreciation n.

® [Similar to sign formed for enjoy] Move the bent middle finger of
the right 5 hand in a small circle on the chest.

appreciate’ v. See sign for Enjoy. Related form: appreciation n.

appreciative adj. See sign for GRATEFUL.

apprehend v. See sign for UNDERSTAND.

approach' v. 1. To come near: A storm is approaching. —n. 2. An
act of coming nearer: the approach of the train. Same sign
used 