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“If I cannot write in my own language, then who am I?”

	 Robert Arnold pondered this question one day as he wrote in English. A native Deaf signer, he 
felt incomplete in that he was borrowing another language to express his thoughts. This troubled 
him for years. Finally, in a coffee shop in New York City, a solution burst upon him as he doodled 
a few handshapes on paper. Those early digits were the beginning of a way to write in his native 
language, American Sign Language.
	 Robert is not the first to invent a method for writing ASL, but his is the first to provide a support 
for fluency. Si5s, named after the handshapes for the word “signing,” is a full-fledged writing 
language that provides scaffolding for advanced concepts. It is to signed ASL what written English 
is to spoken English.
	 For us to understand what Si5s is, we must also understand what it is not. Previous attempts at 
writing in ASL fall into two groups. The first group tends to be direct illustration—drawn images 
of the face, body, arms, and other pictorial details. Si5s is not like that, because it uses only the lines 
and strokes necessary to convey each distinct sign. 
	 The other group is made up of notational systems, which some linguists have used to record 
on paper signs, such as “Pro-1” representing the sign “me.” Those systems tend to be complex 
and difficult to learn. Si5s is connected enough to signed ASL that you can read a ASL word on 
paper for a sign you have never seen before and be able to sign it right, in the same way an English 
speaker can pronounce a new word accurately without having heard it spoken before or reading a 
pronunciation guide in a dictionary.
	 To further understand the nature of written ASL (Si5s), study the following chart:

Handshapes Digits
Palm Orientation Diacritics

Movement Movement Marks
Spatial Orientation Locatives
Nonmanual Signals Extramanual Marks

Introductioni

Signed ASL Written ASL

	 The chapters in this book follow the same format, to allow for easier comprehension. An effort 
has been made to provide ideal content for both classroom and home study. If you are fluent in 
ASL, then half the work is already done! The rest is a matter of practice.
	 It is our dream that one day we will enter a library or a bookstore and find there stacks of books 
in written ASL. As we open those books, we are drawn in, connecting with the rich literary roots of 
our community and its language. 
	 The author will be you.
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»
American Sign Language is visual communication. Concepts are mostly conveyed through the 
hands, supported by the body and facial expressions. To learn written ASL, we need to know 
what consists the language. The five main components of ASL are handshapes, palm orientation, 
movement, spatial positioning, and extramanual signals (also known as nonmanual signals).
	 Of all five components, the most essential are the handshapes. Each handshape has its own 
meaning, and it is built upon to show a variety of concepts. In written ASL, handshapes are 
represented by digits.

	 When we think of handshapes in ASL, we usually think of the manual alphabet.

Handshape Digit

The Digibet
Chapter One:

£
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£

£

	 The manual alphabet, while useful for fingerspelling terms and initialized signs, is not native 
to ASL and does not feature all of the handshapes that are used most often. What we will draw on 
instead is the digibet, or           . 

Reading the Digibet

The word “digibet” comes from combining “digit” and “alphabet.” It is easier to visualize a digit 
when you match the written digit with the actual handshape.

£sg

	 The next couple of pages have 30 of the most commonly used digits, which represent the 
building blocks of American Sign Language. They are also sequenced into the digibet. While used 
frequently, those digits do not encompass all of the possible handshapes that signers use. (The 
extended digibet is in the Resources section.)
	 As you study the digibet, watch the position of the thumb. This gives you important information 
on the direction the right and left hands are facing. The thumb location is also called the chereme, 
the smallest unit in writing that orientates the writer and reader.	

	 Note that palm orientation is marked by the separation of the right/left hand digits. Other ways 
to show this orientation are covered in later chapters.
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ffi

Left Hand | The American Sign Language Digibet

£Ý Ô Ì

» k f

b œ s o

g µ

lǂv

Ƅ

źc

©a

xh ø

ƚ i

Ry

Ĭ
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x

ffi

The American Sign Language Digibet | Right Hand

£ ÝÔ Ì v ǂ l

» k f c ź

Ƅ b œ s o a ©

h g ø µ y R

ƚ i

Ĭ
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	 The signer’s hand dominance is also revealed by the cheremes. If you tend to sign using your 
right hand, that is your dominant hand. You would use the right-hand digibet more, especially 
when fingerspelling words. This is a unique feature of written ASL, allowing readers to identify left- 
or right-handed signers by their writing.

Writing Digits

The digibet may look foreign at first, but as you take time to read and write them, the patterns 
behind the handshapes will become clear. They are split into three categories, and each category is 
named by the first handshape in the extended digibet sequence:

	 Open Digits (£): Handshapes that mainly have the fingers in an extended position. 

	 Closed Digits (s): Handshapes where the fingers and thumb are touching each other in a 
mostly inward position. 

	 Mixed Digits (g): Handshapes that have both extended fingers and touching fingers. They 
aren’t quite open or closed, but a combination of both. 

	 The listed digits together create the name sign for the digibet,              . By looking at the basic 
shape of the handshapes we can also understand how exactly the digits are written. Always start 
writing using the larger line first. You may also trace the digit examples with your index finger to 
become familiar with the shape and stroke order.

£sg

	 The chereme also tips us off on which direction to start writing the digit. If the thumb sticks 
outward, then the following patterns emerge:
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	 Once the thumb makes contact with the index and other fingers, lines cross over each other:

	 A quarter-view also emerges in some handshapes:

	 Sometimes the thumb disappears altogether, leaving the shape of the palm and fingers. When 
this happens, the little finger takes on the role of the chereme:

	 A digit may also be related to another digit. Can you see how in the following example?
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laurentLAUrENT
Laurent (left-handed) Laurent (right-handed)

Left-Handed Manual Alphabet

Right-Handed Manual Alphabet

A A B B C C DD E E FF G G 

H H I I J J K K L L M M N N 

O O P P QQ Rr S S T T U U 

VV WW X X Y Y Z Z

A a B b C c Dd E e F f G g 

H h I i J j K k L l M m N n 

O o P p Qq Rr S s T t U u 

Vv Ww X x Y y Z z

Another way to become familiar with the digibet is by memorizing the manual alphabet. Here it is 
again, in left-handed and right-handed versions. 

	 It might feel odd to write the digits when you start, but it helps to visualize the handshapes and 
the digits together in your mind as you write. Over time it will become an automatic process. 
	 In the next chapter, we will add motion to digits through movement marks.
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What names are spelled out below? Is the writer left- or right-handed?

EDWArD: ____________________
eliza: ________________________
jean massieu: _______________
AGATHA HANSON: ______________
J SCHUYLEr LONG: _____________

Exercises: 

Match the handshapes to the digits: 

Edward (left-handed)

Ƅ

œ

l

a

i



How to Write American Sign Language14

Practice:

ffi  Ĭ  ź  c  f  k »
©  a  o  s  œ b  Ƅ
R  y  x  µ ø g h

i  ƚ

l  ǂ  v  Ì  Ô  Ü £

»  k  f  c  ź  Ĭ  ffi      
Ƅ b  œ  s  o  a  © 
h g ø  µ  x y R
ƚ i

£  Ü  Ô  Ì  v  ǂ  l
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