
5 parameters of sign language

5 parameters of sign language are fundamental components that define the structure and
meaning of signs within any sign language system. These parameters are essential for accurate
communication and understanding in sign languages, such as American Sign Language (ASL),
British Sign Language (BSL), and others around the world. Each parameter contributes uniquely to
the formation and differentiation of signs, allowing signers to convey complex ideas, emotions, and
information effectively. Understanding these five parameters enhances comprehension of how sign
languages function as complete, natural languages with their own grammar and syntax. This article
explores each parameter in detail, highlighting their roles and interconnections in the signing
process. By examining the 5 parameters of sign language, one can appreciate the intricate nature of
visual-manual communication and its linguistic richness.
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Handshape
Handshape refers to the specific configuration of the fingers and hand used to form a sign. It is one
of the most crucial parameters in sign language because it helps differentiate signs that might
otherwise be identical in other aspects. Each sign language has a set of standard handshapes, which
can range from open palms to various finger positions, bends, and extensions. The precise shape of
the hand is essential for clarity and meaning, as even slight variations can change the sign entirely.

Varieties of Handshapes
Handshapes can be categorized by the number of fingers extended, their arrangement, and the
tension or relaxation of the hand. Common examples include flat hands, fists, and the extended index
finger, among others. Some languages have hundreds of recognized handshapes, while others use
fewer.

Importance in Sign Differentiation
Because sign languages rely heavily on visual distinctions, the handshape parameter is vital for
distinguishing signs that share similar movements or locations. For example, in American Sign



Language, the signs for "mother" and "father" differ primarily in handshape and placement,
showcasing the importance of this parameter.

Location
Location describes where the sign is produced in relation to the signer's body. This parameter
includes various parts of the head, torso, arms, and space around the signer. The specific placement
of the hand(s) during a sign contributes significantly to the meaning and grammatical function of the
sign.

Significant Areas for Location
Common locations include near the forehead, chin, chest, shoulder, and neutral space in front of the
signer. Each location can convey different meanings, and changing the location while keeping other
parameters constant often results in a completely different sign.

Role in Clarity and Grammar
Location not only distinguishes lexical signs but can also indicate grammatical markers such as
questions, negations, or verb tense. Precise location is essential for both clarity and linguistic
accuracy in signing.

Movement
Movement involves the motion of the hands or body parts during the execution of a sign. It is a
dynamic parameter that defines how a sign progresses from start to finish, including the direction,
speed, and type of movement involved. Movement can be simple or complex, and it adds meaning
and nuance to signs.

Types of Movement
There are various types of movements used in sign languages, such as circular, linear, repeated, or
alternating motions. The movement can be straight, curved, or angular, and may include changes in
speed or intensity to convey different meanings or grammatical aspects.

Movement as a Distinguishing Factor
Changes in movement can differentiate signs that share handshape and location parameters. For
instance, in ASL, the signs for "help" and "thank you" differ mainly in the movement component,
demonstrating how movement is integral to lexical distinction.



Palm Orientation
Palm orientation refers to the direction the palm faces during the production of a sign. This
parameter is subtle but critical, as the orientation can alter the meaning of a sign even if other
parameters remain unchanged. Palm orientation can face upward, downward, inward, outward, left,
or right, depending on the sign.

Variations in Palm Orientation
Different palm orientations include:

Palm facing up (supinated)

Palm facing down (pronated)

Palm facing toward the signer

Palm facing away from the signer

Palm facing left or right

These variations help create distinctions in meaning and grammatical nuances in signed languages.

Significance in Meaning
Incorrect palm orientation can lead to misunderstandings or a sign being unrecognizable. For
example, in ASL, the signs for "mother" and "father" share location and handshape but differ in palm
orientation, underscoring its linguistic importance.

Non-manual Signals
Non-manual signals (NMS) encompass facial expressions, head movements, eye gaze, and body
posture that accompany manual signs. These signals are indispensable for expressing emotions,
grammatical structures, and discourse functions in sign language. NMS often provide context that
cannot be conveyed through hand movements alone.

Types of Non-manual Signals
Non-manual signals include raised eyebrows, head nods or shakes, lip movements, and shoulder
shifts. These signals can indicate questions, negations, conditional statements, intensity, or
emotional tone. For example, raised eyebrows often indicate a yes/no question in many sign
languages.



Role in Grammar and Expression
Non-manual markers are integral to the grammar of sign language, marking sentence types and
modifying meaning. They work in tandem with the manual parameters to create fully formed
linguistic expressions, making them essential for fluent and natural signing.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the 5 parameters of sign language?
The 5 parameters of sign language are handshape, location, movement, palm orientation, and non-
manual signals (facial expressions and body posture).

Why are the 5 parameters important in sign language?
The 5 parameters are essential because they distinguish signs from one another, allowing for clear
and accurate communication in sign language.

Can changing one of the 5 parameters alter the meaning of a
sign?
Yes, changing any of the 5 parameters can completely change the meaning of a sign, similar to how
changing a letter can change a word in spoken languages.

What does the 'handshape' parameter refer to in sign
language?
'Handshape' refers to the specific configuration or shape of the fingers and hand when producing a
sign.

How does 'location' function as a parameter in sign language?
'Location' refers to where the sign is made in relation to the signer's body, such as near the head,
chest, or arm.

What role does 'movement' play among the 5 parameters of
sign language?
'Movement' describes the motion of the hands during the sign, including direction, speed, and type
of movement.

What is meant by 'palm orientation' in the context of sign
language parameters?
'Palm orientation' refers to the direction the palm is facing during a sign, such as up, down, towards



the signer, or away.

How do non-manual signals fit into the 5 parameters of sign
language?
Non-manual signals include facial expressions, head movements, and body posture, which provide
grammatical information and emotional context.

Are the 5 parameters of sign language consistent across
different sign languages?
While the 5 parameters are a universal framework for analyzing sign languages, the specific
handshapes, locations, and movements can vary significantly between different sign languages.

Additional Resources
1. The Five Parameters of Sign Language: An Introduction to Handshape, Location, Movement, Palm
Orientation, and Non-Manual Signals
This book provides a comprehensive overview of the foundational elements of sign language,
focusing on the five key parameters that define signs. It explores each parameter in detail,
explaining their roles in conveying meaning and distinguishing signs from one another. Ideal for
beginners and linguistics students, the book offers clear examples and illustrations.

2. Handshape Dynamics in Sign Language: Morphology and Phonology
Focusing specifically on the handshape parameter, this book delves into the morphological and
phonological aspects of hand configurations in various sign languages. It examines how handshape
variations impact meaning and how they interact with other parameters. The text is supported by
case studies from American Sign Language (ASL) and other sign languages.

3. Locating Meaning: The Role of Sign Location in Signed Languages
This volume explores the spatial aspect of sign language, analyzing how the location of signs on or
near the body influences linguistic meaning. Through detailed descriptions and visual aids, it
highlights the importance of location in grammar and syntax. The book also discusses challenges in
location variation and dialectal differences.

4. Movement in Sign Language: Patterns and Functions
Examining one of the most dynamic parameters, this book investigates the types of movement used
in sign languages and their grammatical significance. It covers path movements, internal
movements, and rhythmic patterns, illustrating their use across different sign languages. The book
also addresses movement’s role in sign production and perception.

5. Exploring Palm Orientation: Its Impact on Sign Language Phonetics
This text studies palm orientation as a critical parameter in sign articulation and recognition. It
explains how changes in palm orientation can alter sign meanings and affect phonological contrasts.
The book includes experimental data and visual representations to aid understanding.

6. The Power of Non-Manual Signals in Sign Language Communication
Focusing on facial expressions, head movements, and body postures, this book discusses the non-



manual signals that complement manual signs. It explains how these signals convey grammatical
information, emotions, and discourse functions. The book is essential for understanding the full
complexity of sign language communication.

7. Integrating the Five Parameters: A Linguistic Approach to Sign Language Structure
This comprehensive work synthesizes the five parameters, presenting them as an integrated system
within sign language linguistics. It explores how handshape, location, movement, palm orientation,
and non-manual signals interact to form coherent signs and sentences. The book is useful for
advanced students and researchers.

8. Teaching the Five Parameters: Strategies for Educators of Deaf and Hard of Hearing Students
Designed for educators, this book offers practical methods for teaching the fundamental parameters
of sign language. It includes lesson plans, activities, and assessment tools to help students grasp
each parameter effectively. The book emphasizes hands-on learning and real-life communication
skills.

9. Technology and the Five Parameters: Innovations in Sign Language Recognition and Synthesis
This book explores the role of the five parameters in the development of sign language recognition
software and avatar-based sign synthesis. It discusses challenges in accurately capturing handshape,
movement, and non-manual signals through technology. The text provides insights into future
directions for assistive communication technologies.
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