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EMBRACING A VISUAL
LANGUAGE: THE PHILOSOPHY
BEHIND SIGNING NATURALLY

In a world where communication is often
taken for granted, the ability to connect
with others through a shared language is
a profound gift. For the Deaf and hard-
of-hearing  community,  American  Sign
Language (ASL) is not merely a tool for
exchange;  it  is  the  cornerstone  of
culture, identity, and expression. Among

the many approaches to  learning ASL,
one  methodology  stands  out  for  its
organic, immersive, and deeply effective
design:  Signing  Naturally .  This
approach is not just a curriculum; it is a
philosophy that mirrors how we naturally
acquire  spoken  language—through
context,  repetition,  and  real-world
interaction.
Unlike  traditional  language  learning
methods  that  rely  heavily  on  rote
memorization  or  translation,  Signing
Naturally  prioritizes  visual-gestural
communication  from  the  very  first
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lesson. It invites learners to step away
from spoken English and instead engage
directly with the visual world of ASL. For
a n y o n e  s e e k i n g  t o  l e a r n  A S L
authentically,  understanding  the
principles behind Signing Naturally is the
first step toward genuine fluency.

WHAT IS SIGNING NATURALLY?
AN OVERVIEW OF A
REVOLUTIONARY ASL
CURRICULUM

Developed  by  educators  at  the
DawnSignPress, Signing Naturally is a
comprehensive,  research-based
curriculum designed to teach American
Sign  Language  as  a  living,  breathing
language. It was created by Deaf authors
and  ASL  experts  who  understood  that
the  most  effective  way  to  learn  ASL  is

the  same  way  hearing  children  learn
spoken language: by being immersed in
it ,  without  the  crutch  of  Engl ish
translation.
The  curriculum  is  structured  around
thematic  units  that  cover  everyday
s i tuat ions ,  f rom  greet ings  and
introductions  to  storytell ing  and
describing  complex  events.  Each  unit
builds  upon  the  last,  ensuring  that
learners  develop  both  receptive  and
expressive skills in a natural progression.
The core philosophy is simple: signing
naturally means learning to think, feel,
and  communicate  in  ASL,  rather  than
simply  translating  English  words  into
signs.
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The Core
Principles of

Signing Naturally
No Voice, All Visual: One of the
most distinctive features of the
Signing Naturally approach is the
emphasis on a "no-voice"
environment. This forces learners
to rely on their eyes, facial
expressions, and body
language—the essential
components of ASL.
Context-Based Learning:
Vocabulary and grammar are
introduced within the context of

real-life scenarios, making it easier
for learners to remember and
apply what they have learned.
Cultural Immersion: Lessons are
interwoven with Deaf culture,
history, and etiquette, providing a
holistic understanding of the
community behind the language.
Repetition and Reinforcement:
Key concepts are revisited in
different contexts throughout the
curriculum, ensuring long-term
retention.

WHY CHOOSE SIGNING
NATURALLY OVER OTHER ASL
LEARNING METHODS?

The  internet  is  flooded  with  apps,
flashcards, and video tutorials promising
to teach you ASL in a matter of days.
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However,  these  tools  often  fall  short
when  it  comes  to  developing  true
conversational  fluency.  Here  is  why  the
Signing  Naturally  methodology  has
become  the  gold  standard  in  ASL
education,  used  by  high  schools,
colleges,  and  community  programs
across  the  United  States.

Natural
Language
Acquisition
When you learn signing naturally, you
are not memorizing a list of vocabulary
words. Instead, you are learning how to
construct  meaning  visual ly.  The

curriculum  mirrors  the  way  children
acquire language—through observation,
imitation,  and interaction.  This  method
has  been  shown  to  create  more
confident and capable communicators.

Focus on Non-
Manual Markers
In ASL, meaning is often carried not just
by the hands, but by the face and body.
Non-manual markers—such as eyebrow
r a i s e s ,  h e a d  t i l t s ,  a n d  m o u t h
movements—are  grammatical  features
that change the meaning of a sign. Many
beginner  courses  overlook  these
elements,  but  Signing  Natural ly
integrates them from day one. This focus
ensures  that  learners  are  not  just
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making  signs  but  are  truly  signing
naturally with grammatical accuracy.

Building from the
Ground Up
The curriculum is specifically designed to
prevent the common pitfall of "English-
ordered signing." By presenting ASL as
its own language with unique grammar
and syntax, learners avoid the habit of
signing in English word order.  Instead,
they  learn  to  use  space,  classifiers,  and
storytelling  techniques  that  are  the
hallmarks  of  fluent  ASL.

WHO CAN BENEFIT FROM

LEARNING TO SIGN NATURALLY?

One  of  the  great  strengths  of  this
approach  is  its  accessibility.  Whether
you  are  a  complete  beginner ,  a
professional  seeking  to  improve  your
skills,  or  a  family  member  of  a  Deaf
individual,  the  principles  of  signing
naturally can be adapted to your needs.

Students and
Educators
Signing Naturally is the most widely used
curriculum  in  academic  settings.  It
provides  teachers  with  a  structured
framework  that  meets  nat ional
standards for world language education.
For  students,  it  offers  a  clear  path  from
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novice  to  intermediate  and  advanced
levels of proficiency.

Parents of Deaf
and Hard-of-
Hearing Children
For  parents  who are  new to  the  Deaf
wor ld,  learning  to  s ign  can  feel
overwhelming.  The  natural,  contextual
approach  of  Signing  Naturally  allows
parents to learn alongside their children,
using everyday routines as lessons. This
not only builds language skills but also
strengthens family bonds.

Healthcare
Professionals,
First Responders,
and Service
Providers
Effective  communication  in  healthcare,
emergency services,  and legal  settings
can  be  a  matter  of  life  and  death.
Professionals in these fields who learn to
sign naturally  are better equipped to
provide  respectful,  accurate,  and
immediate  communication  with  Deaf
clients  and  patients.
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Anyone with a
Passion for
Language
I f  you  love  languages ,  you  wi l l
appreciate  the linguistic  depth of  ASL.
The visual-spatial nature of the language
challenges  your  brain  in  unique  and
rewarding  ways.  Learning  to  sign
naturally  opens  up  a  new  world  of
cognitive  development  and  cultural
understanding.

A CLOSER LOOK AT THE SIGNING
NATURALLY CURRICULUM

The Signing Naturally series is organized

into levels, each designed to guide the
learner  through  increasingly  complex
language  functions.

Level 1:
Foundations of
Communication
The  first  level  focuses  on  basic
conversational  skills:  introducing
yourse l f ,  exchanging  personal
information,  describing  people  and
objects,  and  discussing  everyday
activities.  At  this  stage,  learners  are
introduced  to  the  concept  of  signing
naturally through simple dialogues and
storytelling.
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Level 2:
Expanding
Conversations
As  learners  progress,  they  move  into
more complex topics such as narrating
events,  giving  directions,  discussing
health  and  well-being,  and  making
requests.  This  level  deepens  the
understanding  of  ASL  grammar,
including sentence types, time concepts,
and the use of space.

Level 3:
Mastering
Advanced
Discourse
The  advanced  level  is  designed  for
learners  who  are  ready  to  tackle
sophisticated  narratives,  debates,  and
explanations.  Topics  include  discussing
careers,  describing complex processes,
and engaging in abstract conversations.
At this stage, the goal is to be signing
naturally  with  ease,  fluency,  and
cultural  nuance.
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PRACTICAL TIPS FOR LEARNING
TO SIGN NATURALLY

Embarking on the journey to learn ASL
through this  method is  exciting,  but it
requires  dedication  and  the  right
mindset. Here are some practical tips to
maximize your success.

Immerse Yourself
in the Deaf
Community
No  curriculum  can  replace  real-world
interaction. Attend Deaf events, join ASL
clubs,  or  participate  in  online  forums
where  you  can  practice  with  native
signers. The more you expose yourself to

the language as it is used naturally, the
faster you will internalize it.

Practice Your
Receptive Skills
Many  learners  focus  too  much  on
producing  signs  and  not  enough  on
understanding them. Watching videos of
native  signers—without  subtitles  or
voice-overs—is  a  critical  part  of  the
process. Try to follow along, even if you
do not understand every sign. Your brain
will  begin  to  piece  together  meaning,
which  is  the  essence  of  signing
naturally .
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Use Your Face
and Body
If you practice with a blank expression,
you  are  missing  one  of  the  most
important aspects of ASL. Train yourself
to  use  your  eyebrows,  mouth,  and
shoulders  to  convey  quest ions,
emotions, and emphasis. Record yourself
signing  and compare  your  non-manual
markers to those of fluent signers.

Be Patient and

Consistent
Learning a visual language is a different
cognitive  experience  than  learning  a
spoken one. It is common to feel "brain
fatigue" after a session. This is normal.
Consistency  is  more  important  than
intensity.  Even  15  minutes  of  daily
practice will yield better results than a
three-hour session once a week.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT SIGNING NATURALLY

Despite its  popularity,  there are a few
myths  about  this  methodology  that
deserve  clarification.
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Myth: "It is too
strict with the

no-voice rule."
Some  learners  feel  anxious  about  the
prohibit ion  on  using  their  voice.
However ,  th is  ru le  is  not  about
punishment;  it  is  about  creating  the
conditions for true language acquisition.
When you cannot rely on English, your
brain  is  forced  to  engage  with  ASL
directly.  This  is  what  makes  signing
naturally so effective.

Myth: "It is only
for beginners."
While  the  curriculum  starts  with  the
basics,  i t  extends  al l  the  way  to
advanced  levels.  Even  experienced
signers can benefit from returning to the
fundamentals  of  the  Signing  Naturally
approach to  polish  their  grammar and
expand their narrative abilities.

Myth: "It teaches
a single,
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standardized
version of ASL."
No  language  is  monolithic.  ASL  has
regional dialects, slang, and generational
differences.  The  Signing  Naturally
curriculum  acknowledges  this  diversity
and encourages learners to be aware of
variations  they  may  encounter  in  the
wider Deaf community.

THE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY IN
SIGNING NATURALLY

Traditionally,  this  curriculum  was
delivered through textbooks and DVDs.
Today, digital resources have made the
approach  more  accessible  than  ever.
Online  video  platforms,  interactive

workbooks, and virtual tutoring sessions
now allow learners to engage with the
material from anywhere in the world.
H o w e v e r ,  t e c h n o l o g y  s h o u l d
complement,  not  replace,  human
interaction. The most successful learners
use digital tools to prepare for real-world
conversations,  where  the  subtleties  of
signing  naturally  truly  come  to  life.
Video recording and playback tools are
particularly valuable, as they allow you
to see yourself from the perspective of a
viewer,  helping  you  refine  your  clarity
and  expression.

CONCLUSION: THE GIFT OF
NATURAL COMMUNICATION

Language  is  more  than  words;  it  is  a
bridge  between  minds  and  hearts.  To
learn American Sign Language through
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the Signing Naturally methodology is to
honor  the  integrity  of  that  bridge.  By
focusing  on  visual  communication,
cultural  understanding,  and  authentic
interaction,  this  approach  transforms
learners  into  confident,  respectful
signers  who  can  connect  meaningfully
with the Deaf community.

Whether  you  are  just  starting  your
journey or looking to deepen an existing
skill, the principles of signing naturally
will serve you well. Embrace the silence,
watch closely, and let your hands speak.
In  doing so,  you will  not  only  learn  a
language—you will open your eyes to a
richer, more inclusive world.


