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INTRODUCTION TO MASTERING
AMERICAN SIGN LANGUAGE WITH
SIGNING NATURALLY STUDENT
WORKBOOK UNITS 1 6

American Sign Language is a rich, visual
language used by millions of Deaf and
hard-of-hearing individuals across North
America.  For  hearing  learners  and
aspiring  interpreters  alike,  finding  the
right  educational  foundation  is  crucial.
Among the most respected and widely
adopted resources in  ASL education is
the  Signing  Naturally  Student
Workbook Units 1 6. This series serves
as the cornerstone of ASL instruction for
countless  high  school,  college,  and
university  programs.  But  what  makes
this workbook so essential? And how can
it transform a complete beginner into a
confident  signer  capable  of  genuine
conversation?  This  article  explores  the
workbook  in  depth,  covering  i ts
structure,  benefits,  and  practical
applications  for  anyone  committed  to
learning ASL.
The  Signing  Naturally  Student
Workbook  Units  1  6  is  much  more
than  a  collection  of  exercises.  It
represents  a  carefully  scaffolded
curriculum designed by leading experts
in  Deaf  education.  Unlike  traditional
language textbooks that rely heavily on
written  translation,  this  workbook
emphasizes  visual  learning,  cultural

context,  and  active  practice.  For
students working through an ASL course
or  studying  independently  with  video
materials,  the  workbook  provides  a
structured path from basic fingerspelling
to complex conversational exchanges.

UNDERSTANDING THE SIGNING
NATURALLY CURRICULUM

Signing  Naturally  is  a  comprehensive
ASL  curriculum  developed  by  Cheri
Smith,  Ella Mae Lentz,  and Ken Mikos.
These authors are not only educators but
also members of  the Deaf community,
which gives the material an authenticity
that  is  difficult  to  replicate.  The
curriculum  includes  video  materials,
teacher  guides,  and  the  student
workbook.  The  Signing  Naturally
Student  Workbook  Units  1  6
specifically  covers  the  first  half  of  Level
One instruction, which is typically taught
over one or two semesters.

The Philosophy
Behind the
Workbook
What  sets  this  workbook  apart  is  its
adherence  to  a  communicat ive
approach. Rather than drilling grammar
rules  in  isolation,  each unit  introduces
vocabulary  and  sentence  structures
within  meaningful  contexts.  For
example,  learners  do  not  simply
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memorize  signs  for  family  members.
Instead,  they  practice  describing  their
family,  asking  questions  about  others'
families,  and  engaging  in  natural
dialogue.  This  approach  mirrors  how
children  acquire  their  first  language,
through immersion and interaction. The
Signing Naturally Student Workbook
Units  1  6  reinforces  this  immersion
through homework activities that require
active engagement with video prompts.

Who Benefits
from This
Workbook
The  workbook  is  designed  for  a  wide
range  of  learners.  It  is  the  standard
textbook for many college ASL programs
because  it  aligns  with  the  American
Council  on  the  Teaching  of  Foreign
Languages  proficiency  guidelines.  High
school students enrolled in ASL courses
also  use  it  extensively.  Additionally,
independent  learners  who  pair  the
workbook  with  supplemental  video
materials  find  it  equally  valuable.  Even
experienced  interpreters  sometimes
revisit the Signing Naturally Student
Workbook  Units  1  6  to  strengthen
their  foundational  skills  or  prepare  for
certification exams.

WHAT UNITS 1 THROUGH 6
COVER

The  six  units  in  this  first  volume  build
sequentially, each focusing on a specific
communication  context.  Understanding
the  scope  of  each  unit  helps  learners
appreciate the logical progression of the
curriculum.

Unit 1:
Introducing
Oneself
The journey begins with the basics. Unit
1  covers  introductions,  greetings,  and
leave-taking.  Students  learn  to
fingerspell their names, ask for names in
return, and use common courtesies. This
unit also introduces the concept of Deaf
culture including the importance of eye
contact  and  visual  attention.  The
Signing Naturally Student Workbook
Units  1  6  includes  exercises  that
require learners to watch video models
and then produce their own responses,
building  confidence  from  the  very  first
lesson.

Unit 2:
Exchanging
Personal
Information
Unit  2  expands  on  the  first  unit  by
adding personal details.  Students learn
to discuss where they live, their school
or  work,  and  basic  biographical
information. Numbers are introduced for
age and phone numbers. The workbook
exerc i ses  in  th i s  un i t  focus  on
comprehension  and  production,  asking
learners to watch signed narratives and
then  answer  questions  or  create  their
own stories.
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Unit 3: Talking
About Where You

Live
Housing  and  living  situations  are  the
focus  of  Unit  3.  Learners  acquire
vocabulary for  different  types of  homes,
rooms, and furniture. They also practice
describing  their  living  space  in  detail.
The  Signing  Naturally  Student
Workbook Units 1 6 includes activities
that  require  descriptive  signing
combined  with  appropriate  facial
expressions  and  non-manual  markers,
elements  that  are  essential  for  ASL
fluency.

Unit 4: Talking
About Family
Family vocabulary is a core component
of  any language course.  Unit  4 covers
immediate  and  extended  family
members,  as  well  as  relationships.
Students learn to describe their  family
structure,  discuss  ages,  and  ask
questions about others' families. Cultural
notes  about  Deaf  family  dynamics  are
woven  throughout  the  unit .  The
workbook activities often ask learners to
create family trees and sign about them.

Unit 5: Talking
About Activities
With Unit 5, the focus shifts to actions
and daily routines. Students learn to sign
about  hobbies,  sports,  and  free  time
activities.  Frequency adverbs and time

concepts  are  introduced.  The  Signing
Naturally Student Workbook Units 1
6 includes role-playing scenarios where
learners  must  schedule  activities  or
discuss  their  preferences,  preparing
them  for  real-world  interactions.

Unit 6:
Identifying
Objects
The  final  unit  in  this  volume  deals  with
describing  objects  in  the  environment.
Learners acquire vocabulary for common
items  and  practice  using  classifiers  to
describe shape, size, and location. This
unit is particularly challenging because it
introduces  more  complex  grammatical
structures.  The  workbook  provides
extensive practice with these concepts,
ensuring  that  students  build  a  solid
foundation  before  moving  to  more
advanced  levels.

HOW THE WORKBOOK ENHANCES
ASL LEARNING

The  Signing  Naturally  Student
Workbook  Un i t s  1  6  i s  n o t  a
standalone textbook. It is designed to be
used with corresponding video materials.
However,  the  workbook  itself  plays  a
critical role in the learning process. Let
us examine the specific ways it supports
skill development.

Active Recall and
Production
Research in language acquisition shows
that  active  recall,  the  process  of
retrieving information from memory,  is
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far  more  effective  than  passive  review.
The workbook forces learners to produce
signs rather than simply recognize them.
Each  activity  requires  writing  in  gloss
notat ion,  drawing  diagrams,  or
answering  comprehension  questions
based on signed narratives. This active
engagement is what makes the Signing
Naturally Student Workbook Units 1
6 so effective.

Cultural
Immersion
Language and culture  are  inseparable.
The workbook incorporates Deaf culture
throughout  every  unit.  Learners  are
introduced  to  norms  l ike  getting
attention appropriately, navigating turn-
taking  in  group  conversations,  and
understanding the history of ASL. These
cultural elements are not presented as
footnotes  but  as  integral  parts  of  the
curr icu lum.  Us ing  the  Signing
Naturally Student Workbook Units 1
6 means learning not just a language but
a community's way of being.

Structured
Progression
One  of  the  greatest  challenges  in
learning ASL is knowing what to study
and  in  what  order.  The  workbook
eliminates  this  uncertainty.  Each  unit
builds on the previous one, introducing
new  vocabulary  and  grammar  while
recycling  previously  learned  material.
This spiral  approach ensures retention.
Students  who  complete  the  Signing
Naturally Student Workbook Units 1
6  will  have a  functional  vocabulary  of
severa l  hundred  s igns  and  the

grammatical  knowledge  to  combine
them  into  sentences.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR USING THE
WORKBOOK EFFECTIVELY

To get  the  most  out  of  this  resource,
learners should approach it strategically.
Here  are  several  recommendations
based on the experiences of successful
ASL students.

Pair the
Workbook with
Video Materials
The  workbook  is  intended  to  be  used
alongside  the  Signing  Naturally  video
series.  Attempting  to  complete  the
exercises  without  watching  the
corresponding  video  segments  will
quickly  lead  to  frustration.  The  videos
provide  the  language  models  that  the
workbook activities reference. Set aside
dedicated  time  to  watch  each  video
segment,  then complete  the  workbook
exercises immediately afterward for the
best results.

Practice with a
Partner
ASL  is  a  social  language.  While  the
Signing Naturally Student Workbook
Units 1 6  can be used independently,
practicing  with  a  partner  dramatically
improves  fluency.  Many  workbook
activities are designed for pair work. If
you are studying alone,  consider  finding
a  conversation  partner  through  local
Deaf events or online ASL communities.
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Review Previous
Units Regularly
Each  unit  in  the  workbook  introduces
new  material  that  builds  on  previous
lessons.  Schedule  regular  review
sessions where you revisit earlier units.
Th is  might  mean  rev iewing  o ld
vocabulary  lists  or  redoing  selected
exercises.  The  Signing  Naturally
Student Workbook Units 1 6 includes
review sections that are perfect for this
purpose.

Use the
Workbook for
Self-Assessment
The  workbook  includes  a  variety  of
assessment tools, including unit reviews
and  self-check  activities.  Use  these
honestly to gauge your progress. If you
find yourself  struggling with  a  particular
unit,  spend  extra  time  there  before
moving forward. The cumulative nature
of  ASL  learning  means  that  gaps  in
foundational  knowledge  will  cause
problems  later.

WHY THIS WORKBOOK REMAINS
THE GOLD STANDARD

Several ASL curricula are available, but
the  Signing  Naturally  Student
Workbook Units 1 6 has remained the
most widely adopted for decades. Why
does  it  continue  to  be  the  preferred
choice for educators and learners?

Authenticity and
Expertise
The  authors  are  Deaf  educators  who
understand both the language and the
pedagogical  needs  of  learners.  The
workbook  reflects  genuine  ASL  usage
rather  than  artificial  textbook  language.
Signs  and  structures  presented  in  the
Signing Naturally Student Workbook
Units  1  6  are  current  and  culturally
appropriate.

Comprehensive
Support
Materials
A  workbook  is  only  as  good  as  the
resources  that  accompany  it.  The
Signing  Naturally  curriculum  includes
teacher  guides,  video  materials,  and
assessment  tools  that  integrate
seamlessly  with  the  workbook.  This
comprehensive  ecosystem  makes  it
easier  for  instructors  to  del iver
consistent instruction and for students to
know what is expected of them.

Alignment with
Standards
The  workbook  aligns  with  national
standards  for  fore ign  language
educat ion,  inc luding  the  ACTFL
proficiency  guidelines.  This  means  that
completing  the  Signing  Naturally
Student Workbook Units 1 6 provides
demonst rab le  progress  that  i s
recognized  by  educational  institutions
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and certification bodies.

COMMON CHALLENGES AND HOW
TO OVERCOME THEM

No  learning  resource  is  without  its
challenges.  Being  aware  of  potential
obstacles  can  help  learners  address
them  proactively.

Difficulty with
Self-Directed
Learning
Some learners struggle when using the
workbook  outside  of  a  formal  class
sett ing.  The  Signing  Naturally
Student Workbook Units 1 6 assumes
access  to  video  materials  and  some
gu idance .  I f  you  a re  s tudy ing
independently, consider joining an online
study group or hiring a tutor who can
provide  feedback  on  your  signing
production.

Understanding
Gloss Notation
The  workbook  uses  gloss,  a  written
representation of ASL signs using English
words in capital letters. This notation can
be  confusing  at  first.  Spend  time
learning how gloss works before diving
into  the  exercises.  Many  students  find
that the notation becomes intuitive after
a few weeks of consistent use.

Time

Commitment
Each  unit  in  the  Signing  Naturally
Student Workbook Units 1 6 requires
several  hours  of  work  to  complete
thoroughly. This includes watching video
segments, completing written exercises,
practicing  production,  and  reviewing.
Plan  your  study  schedule  accordingly.
Rushing  through  the  material  will
undermine the workbook's effectiveness.

CONCLUSION

The  Signing  Naturally  Student
Workbook Units 1 6 is far more than a
textbook.  It  is  a  gateway  to  genuine
communication  in  American  Sign
Language and a meaningful introduction
to Deaf culture. Its carefully structured
units,  emphasis  on  active  production,
and authentic cultural  content make it
an  indispensable  resource  for  anyone
serious about learning ASL. Whether you
are  a  college  student  fulfilling  a
language  requirement,  a  future
interpreter building a career, or simply
someone who wants to connect with the
Deaf  community,  this  workbook  will
provide  the  foundation  you  need.  By
committing to the exercises, practicing
consistently, and embracing the cultural
lessons woven throughout, learners can
progress  from  complete  beginners  to
confident  signers  capable  of  real
conversation. The journey through Units
1 to 6 is demanding, but the reward is
the ability to communicate in one of the
world's  most  beautiful  and  expressive
languages.


