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ASL FOUNDATIONS

Let’s sum up the entire ASL Foundations in as few pages as 
possible. Think we can do it? 

What handshape is your hand(s) in for the sign. If the 
handshape changes, what are ALL of the handshapes used? 

Which way is your palm(s) facing? If this is a multistep sign, 
where does it start and where does it end? Are your hands 
facing different directions?  

Where is the sign located? Where does it start? Where does 
it end? Does it stay in one location? 

How does the sign move? Twist? Tap, bounce, circle, etc? 
Does it stay stationary? 

What mouth morphemes, facial expressions, and body 
language are added to the sign? Which ones are required? 
Which ones could you add to bring extra clarity to the sign?

THE 5 PARAMETERS

#1 HANDSHAPE

#2 PALM 

ORIENTATION

#3 LOCATION

#4 MOVEMENT

#5 NON-MANUAL 

MARKERS

Each sign has its own 5 parameters. Be aware of the 5 parameters as you learn new 
signs. For signs that give you trouble, be sure to break down the 5 parameters. You’ll 
find that it’s easier to sign after that. To get used to this, you can take 5 signs you know 
really well and list out their 5 parameters. 
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You don’t have control over your hands and arms and body 
while signing. You’re either signing floppy or choppy. Be 
smooth, be efficient in your signing. Be strong. 

Your signs are too big, too dictionary. Be true to life, and 
make your sign efficient using the least movement as 
possible. Be a tight signer. Make your signing space smaller.  

Think about what you want to sign before you sign it. Take 
your time w/ each sign. Don’t guess. Know it. Practice 
ahead of time things you say regularly. 

Don’t try to be fast, you’ll sacrifice accuracy and clarity 
(read: you won’t be understood). First, aim for accuracy and 
clarity and efficiency and your speed will come naturally.  

You’re not going to Deaf events, practicing with someone, 
or making videos for the practice group. If Deaf events 
scare you, then skip them for now. Make sure you are 
practicing with others in some way. The practice group is a 
great place to post videos, get feedback, as well as watch 
other videos for receptive skills. 

THE 5 MISTAKES + FIXES

#1 NO CONTROL

#2 TOO BIG

#3 NO THINKING 

IT THROUGH

#4 AIMING FOR 

SPEED

#5 DON’T PUT 

YOURSELF OUT 

THERE
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Know the letters without having to try to remember them. 
Know them when you see them (receptive) and know them 
when you sign them (expressive). 

Look at words as shapes, as a whole unit rather than 
individual letters. NEVER name the letters as you see them 
being fingerspelled. Sound them out, but more 
importantly, look at them as templates, as whole units. 

When learning and practicing fingerspelling be sure that 
you’re learning receptive first before expressive. Know the 
letters on sight (#1) first before you try and sign them.  

Use the information in the conversation surrounding the 
fingerspelled word to give you information about what the 
word could be. It narrows it down from a limitless amount 
to a much smaller amount (i.e. from 1k to 20 words).  

Use the least amount of movements between letters. Don’t 
open your hand up between each letter. Practice 
transitioning from one letter to the next over and over 
again until you can do it smoothly and with as little finger 
movements as possible. 

FS PREP

#1 KNOW WITHOUT 

THINKING

#2 VISUAL & SHAPE

#3 RECEPTIVE 1ST

#4 CONTEXT CLUES

#5 FLUID & 

EFFICIENT
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Don’t sign a/an or the. Instead, sign the noun, point to the 
noun, or refer to the noun (when it’s not there to be 
pointed at).  

Don’t sign am, is, are, was, were, be, being, been. With the 
exception of BE (sometimes sign). If you find yourself trying 
to sign these words check your sentence order and fix it. 
Time + Topic + Comment or Action.  

Try not to sign these. You can about 25% of the time. She 
runs slowly. Instead of signing SLOW show that she is 
running slowly by the way you sign it (NMMs).  

You can sign these, just don’t do them word-for-word. 
Translate the meaning of the idiom (raining cats and dogs 
means it’s pouring). So you’ll show that’s it pouring by the 
way you sign it using NMMs (from the 5 parameters).  

Don’t mix tenses. Be sure to put the tense at the beginning 
of the sentence, or before the word that needs the tense, 
or a combination of both.  
Past tense = Tense at the beginning or FINISH + word 
Future tense = Tense at beginning or WILL + word 
Present tense = Tense at beginning or NOW + word

WHAT NOT TO SIGN

#1 ARTICLES

#2 TO BE VERBS

#3 ADVERBS

#4 ENGLISH IDIOMS

#5 WATCH TENSES
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As you probably can see, these are all connected to one another. To be a better 
expressive signer you need to know your 5 parameters and understand how to use 
NMMs to enhance your signing. You also need to understand grammar, but also 
work on your receptive skills a great deal.  

Here’s the order to work on  your skills, but remember, that they connect and you 
can’t focus on just the one. Be sure to add in other aspects of learning and 
practicing when working on one specific skill.  

5 parameters + vocab 
receptive fingerspelling 
expressive fingerspelling 
expressive signing + vocab + NMMs 
receptive signing + reinforce vocab 
grammar + vocab + 5 parameters 
NMMs + grammar 

You cycle through these over and over again, stacking the skills you learn with 
new skills and new levels.  

PUT IT ALL TOGETHER
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Here are the lesson videos + their worksheets you can watch and practice when 
you have a chance:  

Lesson #1: The 5 Parameters 

Lesson #2: 5 Mistakes + Fixes 

Lesson #3: FS Prep 

Lesson #4: What NOT to Sign  

Lesson #5: Put it All Together 

Enjoy! 

THE LESSONS

http://aslinfive.asldoneright.com/the-big-5
http://aslinfive.asldoneright.com/5-mistakes
http://aslinfive.asldoneright.com/fs-prep
http://aslinfive.asldoneright.com/not-to-sign
http://aslinfive.asldoneright.com/all-together
http://aslinfive.asldoneright.com/the-big-5
http://aslinfive.asldoneright.com/5-mistakes
http://aslinfive.asldoneright.com/fs-prep
http://aslinfive.asldoneright.com/not-to-sign
http://aslinfive.asldoneright.com/all-together
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NOTES:


