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UNLOCKING A WORLD OF VISUAL COMMUNICATION: THE AMERICAN SIGN LANGUAGE DICTIONARY, THIRD EDITION

In the vast tapestry of human communication, language stands as our most profound tool. Yet, for millions of people within the Deaf and hard-of-
hearing  community,  the  primary  mode  of  expression  is  not  spoken  word  but  the  rich,  three-dimensional  flow  of  sign  language.  Among  the  many
resources that document and teach American Sign Language (ASL), a few stand as undeniable pillars. One such cornerstone is the American Sign
Language Dictionary Third Edition. This volume is more than just a list of words; it is a comprehensive portal into a living language, a bridge
between hearing and Deaf cultures, and an indispensable tool for students, interpreters, educators, and families. In this article, we will explore what
makes this edition so significant, how it serves different users, and why it remains a critical resource for anyone serious about mastering ASL.

WHY THE THIRD EDITION MATTERS: A LEGACY OF ACCURACY AND INCLUSION

Language is not static. It evolves. New concepts emerge, cultural shifts occur, and the way we describe the world must adapt. The American Sign
Language  Dictionary  Third  Edition,  originally  authored  by  Martin  L.  Sternberg  and  later  updated  by  a  team  of  experts,  reflects  this  dynamic
nature.  Unlike earlier  editions,  the third edition incorporates thousands of  new signs,  updated illustrations,  and refined definitions that account for
changes in technology, medicine, education, and everyday life.
For instance, signs for terms like "smartphone," "streaming," or "COVID-19" did not exist decades ago. The inclusion of these contemporary signs
ensures that learners and interpreters are equipped with vocabulary that matches the modern world. Moreover, the third edition places a stronger
emphasis on regional variations and culturally respectful depictions, acknowledging that ASL is not monolithic but rather a language with dialects and
generational differences.

What Makes This Edition Stand Out?
Several key features distinguish the American Sign Language Dictionary Third Edition from its predecessors and from other ASL dictionaries on
the market.

Over 5,000 Entries: Each entry includes a clear description of the sign, its usage, and often a memory aid or historical note. The third edition
expands coverage of specialized vocabulary for fields such as law, medicine, and technology.
Detailed Line Drawings: Unlike some modern dictionaries that rely solely on photographs or videos, this edition features meticulous line-
drawn illustrations. These drawings are designed to show hand shapes, movements, orientations, and locations—the four core parameters of
ASL phonology—with precision.
Bilingual Indexes: The dictionary contains both an English-to-ASL index and a ASL-to-English index, making it useful for users coming from
either direction. This dual structure is a boon for interpreters who need to find the correct sign quickly.
Grammar and Usage Notes: Interspersed throughout are notes about ASL grammar, non-manual markers (facial expressions and body
movements), and cultural context. This transforms the dictionary from a simple word list into a mini-course on ASL linguistics.
Updated Illustrations: The third edition revised many of the older drawings to better reflect contemporary signing practices, ensuring that
the depictions are not outdated or ambiguous.

NAVIGATING THE STRUCTURE: HOW TO USE THE DICTIONARY EFFECTIVELY

To  truly  benefit  from the  American  Sign  Language  Dictionary  Third  Edition,  it  helps  to  understand  its  organizational  logic.  The  dictionary  is
arranged alphabetically by English gloss—the English word that approximates the meaning of a sign. However, because ASL is not a direct translation
of English, each entry explains not just how to form the sign but also its contextual nuances.

Finding a Sign: If you know the English word, look it up in the main section. For example, look under "C" for "chair." The entry will show the1.
handshape, movement, and location along with a drawing.
Understanding the Parameters: Each description explicitly mentions handshape (e.g., "V-handshape"), orientation (palm facing out),2.
location (in front of the chest), and movement (a short downward motion). Learning to read these descriptions is essential for mastering the
dictionary.
Using the ASL Index: If you see a sign and want to know what it means, you can browse the ASL index organized by handshape, then by3.
location and movement. This reverse look-up is invaluable for interpreters who encounter an unfamiliar sign.
Cross-References: The dictionary often lists alternative signs, synonyms, and related terms. This helps users understand the richness of ASL,4.
where a single English concept may have multiple sign variations.

WHO BENEFITS FROM THE THIRD EDITION?

The audience for the American Sign Language Dictionary Third Edition is broad. It serves not only Deaf individuals who use ASL daily but also
hearing people who want to learn the language for personal or professional reasons.

ASL Students and Beginners
For someone taking their  first  ASL class,  this  dictionary acts as a reliable reference.  Unlike online videos that  can be sped through or  forgotten,  a
physical dictionary encourages sustained study. The written descriptions complement in-class instruction and help students recall signs learned from
a teacher. The inclusion of simple usage examples aids in memorization.

Interpreters and Professionals
Professional interpreters often work in high-pressure environments—medical, legal, educational—where precision is paramount. The third edition’s
field-specific  vocabulary  and  clear  distinction  between  formal  and  informal  signs  allow  interpreters  to  choose  the  most  appropriate  sign  for  the
setting.  The detailed notes on regional  variations also help interpreters who work in different parts of  the United States.  For example,  the sign for
"birthday" can vary between East Coast and West Coast. The dictionary typically includes a primary sign and mentions variations.

Parents and Families of Deaf Children
When a child is diagnosed as Deaf or hard of hearing, parents often scramble to learn ASL quickly. The American Sign Language Dictionary Third
Edition offers a tangible resource that parents can consult at home. The clear drawings are particularly helpful for parents who are visual learners.
Moreover, the dictionary includes signs for everyday activities—eating, playing, bathing—making it practical for family life.

Educators and Researchers
Teachers of ASL and Deaf studies use this dictionary as a curriculum support tool. It provides a uniform reference for students, helping standardize
the signs taught in class. Linguists also value the third edition for its documentation of sign evolution and its inclusion of etymological notes that trace
the history of certain signs.

COMPARING THE THIRD EDITION TO DIGITAL ALTERNATIVES

In the age of smartphone apps and YouTube tutorials, one might question the relevance of a printed dictionary. However, the American Sign
Language Dictionary Third Edition fills a unique niche. Online resources can be excellent, but they suffer from several drawbacks: variable quality,
lack of peer review, and the transient nature of web content. A physical dictionary, on the other hand, has been curated by experts, fact-checked, and
published with editorial rigor. It offers a level of authority that you cannot always find in a user-generated video.
Furthermore,  flipping  through  pages  can  foster  serendipitous  learning.  You  might  look  up  "happy"  and  stumble  upon  "help"  or  "heart,"  noticing
common handshapes and patterns. This visual and tactile exploration is lost in search-based digital interfaces. However, the best practice is to use
the dictionary in tandem with digital resources—let the app show you the movement, and let the book provide the written explanation and context.

HOW THE DICTIONARY SUPPORTS ASL MASTERY

Learning ASL is not merely about memorizing hand shapes. It is about understanding a visual-manual language with its own syntax, morphology, and
cultural etiquette. The American Sign Language Dictionary Third Edition aids this deeper learning in several ways:

Contextualizing Signs: Many signs have multiple meanings. For example, the sign for "run" can mean "to sprint," "to operate a machine," or
"a tear in stockings," depending on the context. The dictionary explains these nuances.
Highlighting Non-Manual Signals: ASL depends heavily on facial expressions and body shifts to convey grammar. The dictionary notes when
a sign requires a specific facial expression (e.g., raised eyebrows for a yes/no question).
Documenting Historical Shifts: Some older signs have fallen out of use or acquired offensive connotations. The third edition flags outdated
signs and recommends modern alternatives, promoting cultural sensitivity.
Emphasizing Compounds and Classifiers: ASL often combines signs or uses classifier handshapes to describe shapes and actions. The
dictionary includes entries for common compounds like "mother-in-law" (a compound of "mother" and "marriage").
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TIPS FOR USING THE DICTIONARY TO IMPROVE YOUR ASL

Whether you are a beginner or an advanced learner, here are practical ways to integrate the American Sign Language Dictionary Third Edition
into your study routine.

Set a Daily Goal: Learn five new signs each day. Write them down, practice the motion in front of a mirror, and then look up the dictionary1.
entry to verify your technique.
Review by Handshape: Pick a common handshape, like the "B" handshape (flat hand), and browse all signs using that shape. This helps you2.
see patterns and improve your spatial memory.
Practice Out Loud: Read the description aloud while forming the sign. This multisensory approach reinforces both the motor skill and the3.
linguistic rule.
Pair with a Partner: Use the dictionary to test each other. One person describes the sign using the parameters, and the other attempts to4.
produce it. The book becomes a game.
Use the Notes on Regional Signs: If you know you will be signing in a particular region (e.g., California vs. New York), focus on the variations5.
listed. This adaptability makes you a more versatile communicator.

A NOTE ON CULTURAL RESPECT AND ACCURATE REPRESENTATION

The American Sign Language Dictionary Third Edition is not just a linguistic tool—it is a cultural artifact. The Deaf community has historically
fought for the recognition of ASL as a legitimate language, and resources like this dictionary play a part in that recognition. However, even the best
dictionary  cannot  replace  direct  interaction  with  Deaf  individuals.  The  book  provides  vocabulary,  but  fluency  comes  from  immersion.  Treat  the

dictionary  as  a  complement  to  real-world  practice,  not  a  substitute.
Additionally, language is personal. Some Deaf adults may prefer different signs than those in the dictionary. The dictionary often notes that usage can
vary,  but  always  approach  signing  with  humility.  If  a  Deaf  person  corrects  your  sign,  thank  them.  The  dictionary  is  a  starting  point,  not  the  final
authority.

THE LASTING VALUE OF A PRINTED CLASSIC

In an era where everything is digital, the American Sign Language Dictionary Third Edition reminds us of the value of a well-crafted book. Its
pages have been touched by students, professionals, and families, each leaving behind a trace of their learning journey. The third edition stands as a
tribute to the resilience of ASL and the dedication of those who work to preserve and teach it.
Whether  you are  a  hearing  person venturing  into  the  silent  world  for  the  first  time,  a  Deaf  individual  seeking  to  expand your  lexical  range,  or  an
interpreter honing your craft, this dictionary belongs on your shelf—or, better yet, open on your desk.

CONCLUSION

The American Sign Language Dictionary Third Edition is far more than a reference book; it is a gateway to understanding a language that
moves through space, time, and culture. Its thousands of entries, detailed illustrations, and grammatical insights make it an essential resource for
anyone committed to learning ASL accurately and respectfully. By bridging the gap between English and visual communication, this dictionary not
only teaches signs but also fosters the appreciation of a vibrant Deaf culture. As you turn its pages, you are not just memorizing vocabulary—you are
learning to see language in a completely new light.


