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Outline 

•  Challenges to Understanding and 
Teaching ASL Grammar 

•  Overview of ASL Grammar and Narrative 
Structures 

•  Hierarchy of Skills 
•  Teaching and Learning Strategies 



Challenges 
•  Variation in exposure and acquisition of 

ASL in children 
•  Limited research to document 

developmental patterns/sequence 
•  Influence of sign systems 
•  Who and How to determine “correct” 

ASL? 
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Basis for Assessments 
•  Research on ASL acquisition by Deaf 

children of Deaf parents 
•  Research related to developmental 

patterns/sequences of other signed 
languages 

•  Input from ASL linguists 
•  Input from native ASL users, Deaf 

teachers, Deaf community members 
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Research Assistants 
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Selected ASL Grammar Structures 
•  Initially based on British Sign Language 

(BSL) Receptive Skills Test 
•  Added two more complex structures – 

Conditionals and Role Shift 
•  Assessed receptively (understanding of 

signing), but can also be taught to use 
expressively (own signing) 
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Descriptions of ASL Grammatical Structures  
1.  Number/distribution – the number of objects/people and their 

spatial arrangements are depicted through signs, classifiers, 
and repetition of movements (for example, three cups on a 
table, can be depicted by signing CUP three times but in the 
location of each cup, either in a row or randomly around the 
table). 

2.  Negation – negatives are expressed in several different ways in 
ASL, including a head shake together with signs, using specific 
negative signs (for example NOT, NEVER, NOTHING), and with 
some verbs the negative is indicated with a change in the 
movement to the opposite direction (for example, LIKE, WANT, 
KNOW). 
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ASL Grammatical Structures (cont’d) 
3. Noun/verb Distinction - similar signs are made with different 
movements to distinguish an object from an action (for example, 
single movement/hold for SIT vs. small repeated movement for 
CHAIR). 
4. Spatial Verbs (Location and Action) – spatial verbs are used 
to express relationships between and among objects and people, 
and can range from simple to very complex constructions. These 
structures typically involve the use of classifiers, and can primarily 
depict location (for example, a car behind a house), or primarily an 
action (for example, a bicycle going over a hill), or a combination of 
both location and action (for example, a cat climbing up a tree and 
then jumping onto the roof of a car). 
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ASL Grammatical Structures (cont’d) 
 
5. Size & Shape Specifiers – signs and classifiers are modified to 
show the attributes of nouns - people and objects (for example, 
using spread fingers moving downward on the body to indicate a 
thinly striped shirt). 
 
6. Handling Classifiers – signs where the handshape represents 
how objects (nouns) are held (for example, eating a sandwich vs. 
eating an apple).  
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More Complex ASL Structures Added 

7. Role Shift - the signer embodies the characters of a story and 
marks the change in dialogue or perspective from one character to 
another through various devices, including shoulder shift and eye 
gaze (for example, depicting the mother giving the apple and 
shifting to the child accepting the apple). 
 
8. Conditional Sentences - the use of raised eyebrows and the 
ASL sign SUPPOSE or IF to mark the first clause and to indicate 
that the event/clause that follows is dependent on the first (for 
example; IF RAIN, GAME CANCEL). 
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ACTIVITY 

•  Break into pairs or small groups 
•  Each group picks an ASL grammar 

structure 
•  Discuss how this structure is used in 

natural conversation 
•  Create teaching activities/situations to 

practice understanding/using this 
structure 
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DISCUSS THESE ASL STRUCTURES 
•  Number/Distribution 
•  Negation 
•  Noun/Verb Distinction 
•  Spatial Verbs (Location and Action) 
•  Size & Shape Specifiers 
•  Handling Classifiers 
•  Role Shift 
•  Conditionals 
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NARRATIVE SKILLS - STORYTELLING 

•  Storytelling is a key component of early 
language development 

•  Assess/teach several aspects of 
language – vocabulary; morphology; 
syntax; discourse 

•  Natural activities – conversation, 
describing pictures/books, story re-
telling  
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STORY STRUCTURE 

•  Setting (characters; place; time) 
•  Initiating Event (starts the action) 
•  Complicating Actions (build the story) 
•  Climax (problem) 
•  Resolution (problem solved) 
•  Evaluation (feelings; response) 
•  Sequence/Details (add quality) 
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ASL GRAMMAR - STORYTELLING 
•  Agreement Verbs 

–  Locations at the start and end of the movement 
are associated with roles (people/things) 

•  Manner 
–  Shows “how” an action was done (carefully, 

nervously, confidently, etc.) 
•  Aspect 

–  Shows “time” in the movement of signs (slow, fast, 
repeated, long time, etc.) 

•  Role Shift 
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Role Shift 

RS – Not 
Yet 
Developed 

RS - Emerging RS - Inconsistent RS – Fully 
Developed 

A. Facial 
Expression & 
Mannerisms 

Limited 
use of 
general 
facial 
expression 

More use of 
general facial 
expression 

Use of facial 
expression to 
show roles, but 
inconsistently 

Facial expression 
consistent with 
each character 

B. Head/
Shoulder 
Shifting 

No use of 
shoulder/
head shift 

Acting out some 
of the story, but 
still no use of 
shoulder/head 
shifts to show 
different 
characters 

Inconsistent use of 
head/shoulder 
shifts and/or 
identify characters 
by “name” rather 
than location 

Clearly and 
consistently 
establishing 
characters and 
shifting roles in the 
story 

C. Eye Gaze & 
Spatial 
Location 

Characters
/spatial 
locations 
not clearly 
defined 

Adopts role of 
one character/
spatial location 
only 

Inconsistently 
setting up spatial 
locations for 
characters, and 
inconsistently 
referring back to 
locations with 
points/eye gaze 

Setting up spatial 
locations for each 
character and 
appropriately 
referring back to 
these locations with 
points/eye gaze/
direction of signs Oct. 21/16	




ACTIVITY 
•  Break into pairs or small groups 
•  Each group picks a Storytelling structure 
•  Discuss how this structure is used in 

natural conversation/storytelling 
•  Create teaching activities/situations to 

practice understanding/using this structure 
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ACTIVITY – ASL Storytelling Structures 

•  Grammar 
– Agreement Verbs 
– Spatial Verbs 
– Manner 
– Aspect 
– Role Shift 

•  Narrative Structure/Content 
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SUMMARY 

•  To effectively use and understand ASL for 
complex tasks (e.g., debate, present, tell 
stories, argue, convince, describe, 
discuss, question, predict, critique, etc.) 
requires high-level grammar/discourse. 

•  If students are not able to do these things in 
ASL (1st language), they will not be able to 
do them in written English (2nd language).    
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QUESTIONS? OR COMMENTS 



Thank You! 

•  Charlotte Enns 
•  Email: charlotte.enns@umanitoba.ca 
•  Website: www.charlottejenns.weebly.com 
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