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Culture Close-Up 
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• People’s names are fingerspelt, however, over time the Deaf community often develop a sign name for a person 

to replace the fingerspelling.  You cannot give yourself a sign name, but it evolves naturally and spontaneously by 

the Deaf people around you who know you well.   

• Sign names are specific to the individual and are usually based on one of the following categories: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Sign names are never used to “call” someone or when talking directly to them. They are only used when 

referring to them in the 3rd person and if they weren’t present so you couldn’t just point to them, (eg: “Have 

you seen ‘Sign Name’?”). This means it can be some time before a person knows their own Sign Name.  

• When talking about someone, you first fingerspell their name in full, then show their sign name, and from 

then on in the conversation, you can refer to the person simply using their sign name. 

• A name sign can only be given by a Deaf person. It is not appropriate for hearing people to make up name 

signs. If you don’t have a name sign, please fingerspell your name in full. Perhaps down the track, a Deaf 

person will give you a name sign, but it is not appropriate to ask or to try to make it happen. 

 

The Person’s Initials 
(e.g. ‘CD’ for Carl Durham, but 

mouth the full name)  

Physical Appearance 
(e.g. hair style, body piercing, scar, 

chubby cheeks, etc).  Some physical 

descriptions appear to be bad to 

hearing people but most Deaf don’t 

even realise and don’t have a 

problem with it (e.g. cross eyed or 

big flappy ears). 

Habitual Behaviour 
(e.g. friendliness, impatience or a 

distinctive habit like fixing glasses 

or wiping nose) 

English Correlation 
(e.g. surname ‘Swan’ for Swan or  

‘King’ for King or ‘Black + More’ for 

Blackmore , or Angel for Angela or 

Fish for Fisher) 

Lip Patterns 
(e.g. ‘Walrus’ for Walsh or ‘DOG’ for 

Doug)  

 

Association + Initial 
(eg: an activity, interest, hobby, 

sport or career) and often combine 

it with the person’s initial (e.g. an 

artist whose Sign Name is ‘Draw’ 

signed with the American  

‘A’ handshape because 

their actual name  

starts with ‘A’)  

 


