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5 Parameters of ASL
Every sign can be broken down and analyzed into five separate features called parameters.  For a sign to be correct, each of the five parameters must be used correctly.   
The 5 parameters are: 

1. Handshape

The handshape difference between two signs can be very slight but can lead to some embarrassing or comical errors.  Some of the most common errors are between D/F, S/A, or D / #1.
2. Palm Orientation

Palm Orientation errors are easy to make if you are unsure whether a sign faces up, down, left, or right.  Often these mistakes are big and obvious, and can feel uncomfortable. 

3. Location

Avoid making location errors by remembering most signs are made in front of your body in a comfortable location.  Sometimes changing the location of a sign can change a sign from male to female, or from past to present. If your arms feel awkward, it is a clue the sign’s location may be wrong.  
4. Movement

Movement affects meaning.  Once again if your arms feel awkward or constricted, check the sign’s movement parameter.  Some signs have specific movement and if done in the wrong direction can mean something else completely.  Some signs movement will change depending on the subject-verb agreement.  We will get into more detail later. 

5. Non-Manual Signals/Facial Expressions
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These are the hardest but the often the most important elements of a sign.  Specific non-manual signals (NMS) alter the meaning of a sign.  NMS consist of head nods/shakes, eyebrows, mouth, lips, tongue, cheeks, and shoulders each carry meaning that can be attached to a sign. Some signs have what we call a neutral expression; you are not happy or sad, no emotion is used for this sign.  If you sign something without giving the proper facial expression or using the appropriate non-manual signals, the meaning of your sentence can be lost or misconstrued.  Remember, your facial expression should match the meaning and content of what you’re signing so if you’re signing I am happy, then look happy!
