ASL Up-Close # 14
Iconic Signs
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Want to Know

Isn't ASL just gestures or making “pictures” in the air?

‘Some people believe ASL is a simple language of gestures like don'. do thal.
‘Using some gestures does not make ASL any less of a language than English,
‘which also uses gestures. Can you think of gestures or signs that ASL and English
have in common? Some signs resemble the meaning behind the sign (like book).
‘These are called Iconic signs, but most signs are not iconic. How many iconic
signs do you know compared to nor-iconic signs?

‘How are the signs door and lights iconic? Can you think of the sign for window

‘The signs below are related to each other. Are they iconic? Why or why not?



A common question from those who don’t know anything about American Sign Language is, “Isn’t ASL just gestures or making pictures in the air?”   The simple answer is no.  Deaf people often use common gestures when trying to communicate with hearing people to ease communication barriers.  During those incidents, Deaf people are not using ASL to communicate; they are simply trying to communicate through any form that will get their message or need across.  If gestures don’t work, pen and paper are often the last resort.  Using some gestures does not make ASL any less of a language than English.  Can you think of gestures or signs that ASL and English have in common?
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Some signs resemble the meaning behind the sign (like book).  These are called iconic signs, but most signs are not iconic.   In laymen’s terms, an iconic sign is a sign that looks like what it is. 

 In Unit 3 we will be covering many sports and activities.  Many of these signs are iconic.  Some are not iconic but have a meaning behind the sign that may help you remember the sign itself.  
There are some signs that are understand by 


a common gesture like Don’t do that     or  


Turn on/off the Lights








