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th18  July 2014

Siteki School for the Deaf
P.O. Box 135
Siteki

Dear Headteacher

RE: SIGN LANGUAGE BOOKLET

Swaziland National Association of the Deaf (SNAD) is pleased to know that the school 
for the Deaf, one of the oldest institutions for the Deaf in Swaziland, has embarked on a 
drive to publish a Sign Language book to enable parents of Deaf children, relatives and 
friends to understand or some what learn to communicate with Deaf children. SNAD 
appreciates this highly encouraged Initiative.

The world-over has already made swift efforts to the need to close the communication 
gap through means of introducing devices such as technology, and these devices have 
contributed tremendously to the welfare of people, particularly the Deaf. The 
introduction of this book will also assist in enabling all stakeholders to connect with the 
Deaf children.

However, SNAD encourages people interested in learning Sign Language to use SNAD 
approved institutions or areas that have bearing with the Deaf Association. This will 
contribute to the development of the Deaf Association’s work in developing Sign 
Language policies and practices which are already in place to protect the language, as 
well as reach out to all parents and friends of the Deaf. It’s in this light that we 
congratulate the school for its effort in creating such a beautiful intiative which should 
be wisely used to bene�t all people, especially within the Deaf Community.

Kind regards

Anthony Madoda Langwenya    Makhosini P Makhubu
President      Executive Director

Swaziland National Association of the Deaf
Tel: +268 2404 7625

Fax: +268 2404 7625
Home: +268 2404 7213

(SMS) Cell: +268 7634 1176

P. O. Box 3622
Mbabane H100
Shiselweni House
E- mail: makhosinip@live.com
snad@swazi.net
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“Deaf people can do anything hearing people can - 
except hear.”
-Dr. King Jordan, 7th President, Gallaudet University

“Remember, the key to successfully learning any second language is:
accept the language on its own terms with an open mind.”
--Baker & Cokely, American Sign Language: A student text, Units 1-9, 1980, pp. 5.

Quotes
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This book is dedicated to the students at the School 
for the Deaf Primary:

past, present and future.
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Language has often been described as the most essential of human characteristics. 
Thus, accepting a person’s language is the acknowledgment of that person as whole 
and complete. Similarly, we strongly believe that the use of “ Mother Tongue”  plays a 
critical role in the education of a person, yet as you will learn from our history, this 
philosophy has not always been followed. For Deaf individuals in Swaziland, “Mother 
Tongue” is Swazi Sign Language (SSL), and the creation of this book will help us in 
achieving King Mswati III’s vision, which is to acquire �rst world status by 2022. 

However, SSL has yet to be made an official language in Swaziland, and as a school for 
the Deaf, we found it suitable to be the forerunners of this movement. Indeed, we are 
very proud to be the �rst to produce a Swazi Sign Language book, and we are happy to 
have the support and permission from Swaziland’s National Association for the Deaf to 
pursue this Endeavour. Additionally, we hope that the mushrooming schools will make 
use of this manual to better work with the Deaf community in the future. 

As the principal at the School for the Deaf Primary, I urge the Swazi community to read 
this book and use it as a reference guide, and trust that it will be bene�cial to the public 
as a whole.

Simangele F. Magagula
Former Principal, School for the Deaf Primary, Inspector of Special Education, Lubombo

“
”

...this book will help 
us in achieving King 
Mswati III’s vision, 
which is to acquire 
rst world status by 
2022.

Simangele F. Magagula
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The goal of this volume is to provide learners with the ability to:

1.  Understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases in 
Swazi Sign Language, aimed at satisfying one’s needs.

2.  Introduce him/herself and others, ask and answer questions about personal 
details such as where he/she lives, people he/she knows and things he/she 
has.

3.  Interact in a simple and respectful way provided the other person signs 
slowly and clearly and is prepared to help.

4.  Understand sentences and frequently used expressions related to areas of 
most immediate relevance (e.g. very basic personal and family information, 
shopping, local geography).

5.  Follow simple and routine tasks requiring a direct exchange of information 
on familiar matters.

6.  Understand the basics of Deaf Culture and how to respectfully communicate 
with deaf individuals.

vii

The Goal of
 Learning
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Dear Readers,

This booklet seeks to introduce you to Sign Language and Deaf Culture here in Swaziland. 
The information enclosed will provide a basic understanding of this interesting and 
complex language and culture. In order to successfully educate oneself and others on 
Swazi Sign Language (SSL), teachers and learners of SSL need to know and have a respect 
for Deaf Culture, as well as understand what SSL is, where it originated from, and who are 
the users of this language.  Thus, the author of this book want to bring you through the 
Deaf Culture Dos & Don'ts, painting the history of SSL, and where it is used, as well as 
introduce the grammar structure, and clarify the importance of facial expressions in 
conveying the correct meaning. There will also be a section after each topic that is aimed at 
encouraging you to practice the signs you have just studied. This might include teaching a 
friend or meeting a Deaf person. 

Like any language, SSL is subject to variation, as each speaker has their own way of 
expressing themselves and their opinions. However, also lending to the variety of signs 
one might be exposed to is the fact that not all Deaf individuals in Swaziland have had 
access to education. This means that the Sign Language used in the villages is not always 
consistent or similar to the Sign Language seen in Swaziland’s two schools for the Deaf.  It is 
the mission of both of the schools, along with the SNAD, Swaziland's National Association 
of the Deaf to address these variations and work to create a consistent and cohesive 
language across Swaziland. Therefore, this volume is contributing to this mission, seeking 
to help standardize the SSL, in order to enable and increase opportunities for deaf 
individuals in Swaziland through building on the vocabulary. This will allow individuals to 
better express themselves and access institutions they have previously been excluded 
from. This book is for parents of the deaf, hospital workers, police officers, shopkeepers, 
and other community members that may interact with deaf individuals. But most 
importantly, this book is for the students whom we work with and support.  

Additionally, this volume seeks to sensitize the Hearing Community on what it means to be 
Deaf in Swaziland, and share the sense of pride that comes with being a part of this culture 
and community. It is suggested that teachers and learners of SSL challenge themselves to 
spend time with Deaf individuals, as exposure to the language and the culture �rst hand is 
necessary to understand the values and experiences of deaf individuals. Swazi Sign 
Language is a language in its own right, so the author urges you to respect and appreciate 
it for all its nuances, just as you might look at English or SiSwati as their own separate 
languages with its own list of rules and values that come with speaking these languages. 

Finally, as the authors of an American Sign Language book, Baker and Cokely (1980) note, 
“Don't be afraid of making mistakes, but learn from your mistakes. And don't overlook your 
successes; learn from them too.”



The Importance of Early Identi�cation and Family Intervention
Early Identi�cation and Family Intervention programs aim to assist Deaf and hard of 
hearing children in overcoming language barriers in order for ensure that they are able 
to access communication whether they are at home, in their community or at school. In 
addition to that, early identi�cation and intervention also seeks to meet the various 
developmental needs of a child, as well as provide support and assistance to families of 
Deaf or hard of hearing (D/HH) children.

The majority of Deaf children are born to hearing parents who have rarely experienced 
deafness prior to their child's birth. Parents tend to move through a spectrum of 
emotional responses to this news, often beginning in a state of grief, shock and denial, 
as well as feeling guilty and ashamed. In fact, the phrase “ngeva buhlungu” is 
commonly used by parents to describe feelings of pain and heartache upon learning of 
their child's deafness in Swaziland. Initial responses might include hiding their child, or 
even visiting traditional healers as a means to correct the child's deafness. 

On average, children are enrolled at the schools for the Deaf in Swaziland at 9 years.� 
However, the range is far broader, with children as young as 3 years, and as old as 17 
entering the school system. The challenge remains the importance of the program in 
initiating it within the varied social and cultural contexts, of both Deaf children and 
their families. 

Language Development 
Being Deaf or hard of hearing impacts the way in which a child learns how to 
communicate. In this sense, language does not develop naturally among deaf children 
as it does for their hearing peers. As deaf and hard of hearing children are unable to use 
speech as a means through which to develop their receptive or expressive skills, 
communication through speech is not a viable way in which deaf or hard of hearing 
children can communicate and interact with the world around them.  Instead, a deaf or 
hard of hearing child gathers information through visual cues and will best 
communicate through the use of sign language and other non-verbal methods that 
utilize body language and facial expressions to convey and understand what is going 
on around them. Early identi�cation can assist deaf or hard of hearing children to 

� Information was roughly computed from the school's admission book. This year alone, 2 students aged 15 and above were 
enrolled at the school. They had only received at most a pre-school level education. 

 “Deafness has long been viewed as a hearing loss –an absence, a void, a lack. It 
is virtually impossible to think of deafness without thinking of loss. And yet, Deaf people 

do not consider their lives to be de�ned by loss” (Bauman and Murray ). 

Understanding deafness and services 
available to deaf individuals

1
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achieve language skills that are on par with their hearing peers should interventions 
and strategies be implemented when the child is below the age of 3. 

Overcoming Grief and Learning to Accept your Child's Deafness 
Parents and guardians of deaf children often experience a wide range of emotions 
upon learning that their child is deaf or hard of hearing. This range of emotions can 
include: 
1) Surprise    6) Sadness
2) Shock    7) Denial 
3) Anger    8) Comfort
4) Confusion   9) Disbelief 
5) Fear    10) Relief 
 
Feeling overwhelmed at the news that a child may be deaf is not something to be 
ashamed of. It may be the cause of stress as parents and guardians seek to understand 
how best to support their child, and what resources are available to them. Each parent 
or guardian must come to accept their child, however this journey must be taken at 
their own pace, whether it be a short process or something that extends over years. 
What is important is learning to come to terms with this unexpected news, and 
opening your heart to learning how best to assist your child as they develop and grow 
throughout childhood. While a parent may feel overwhelmed in wondering how they 
will learn to communicate with their child, it is important to encourage the parent to 
take steps to build positive relationships with their child, whether this be through 
learning Swazi Sign Language, adopting non-verbal cues, using images or body 
language and gestures, all means used to communicate with your child are important 
and bene�cial to their being included at home or in the broader community. 

What are cross-cultural practices? 
Using cross-cultural practices as a means to communicate and understand a deaf or 
hard of hearing person means recognising deaf culture as its own independent set of 
values within Swazi Culture, as well as viewing Swazi Sign Language as a legitimate 
language and means of communication for deaf and hard of hearing people. Culture is 
the way in which others render a person's particular behavior either appropriate or    
inappropriate in relation to their own behavior, and what is commonly expected in 
speci�c settings. Typically, socialization occurs naturally, through a child mimicking the 
behavior of their parents, including how they react to certain situations, be that 
physically or verbally. However, this is different for D/HH children. 

2



Models of Deafness  
Social Model  Medical Model

1.
 
Recognises Swazi Sign Language and 
Deaf Culture as valid and legitimate 

 
2.

 

Acknowledges the need to overcome 
language and communication barriers 
to pave ways for inclusion of Deaf 
individuals in a hearing society. 

 
 

3.

 

Efforts for inclusion involve bridging 
the communication gap through 
encouraging family members to learn 
sign language and working to adjust 
the environment around the Deaf 
person

2. Views Deaf or Hard of Hearing 
individuals as abnormal and disabled. 

 

 
 

1. Does not value sign language or Deaf  
Culture 

 
 

3.

 

Strong presence of language and 
communication barriers and efforts 
for inclusion involve “�xing” the Deaf 
individual 

 

International and Local Policies 

UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities 

ARTICLE 1 – PURPOSE 

The purpose of the present convention is to promote, protect and ensure the full 
and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons 
with disabilities, and to promote respect for their inherent dignity.

ARTICLE 2 – PURPOSE 

Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mentla, 
intellectual or sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may 
hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.

ARTICLE 3 – GENERAL PRINCIPLES

1. Respect for inherent dignity, individual autonomy including the freedom to 
make one's own choices, and independence of persons; 

2. Non-discrimination; 
3. Full and effective participation and inclusion in society; 
4. Respect for difference and acceptance of persons with disabilities as part of 

human diversity and humanity;
5. Equality of opportunity; 

3
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6. Accessibility; 
7. Equality between men and women; 
8. Respect for the evolving capacities of children with disabilities and respect for 

the right of children with disabilities to preserve their identities. 

National Children's Policy of 2008

An additional point under this policy was the need to educate the public on how best 
to care for children with “special educational needs“, including the importance of being 
able to “communicate with children in ways that build con�dence and self-esteem” as a 
means to address the fact that “children with disabilities are frequently misunderstood 
and mistreated, leading to a lack of acceptance”

Swaziland Education and Training Sector Policy of 2011 

No child should be denied access to education at any level on the basis of disability. All 
attitudinal and physical barriers to inclusive education shall be removed; all education 
and training facilities shall be improved (pp. 16). 

Swaziland National Disability Policy of 2013

STATEMENT OF THE NATIONAL DISABILITY POLICY 

The National Disability Policy recognizes that persons with disabilities are valuable 
citizens of the country and seeks to create an environment that provides them with 
equal opportunities nter alia, protection of their rights and full participation in society. 
A basic prerequisite for development is the capacity of society to use its own resources 
to sustain itself. Yet, the majority of persons with disabilities �nd themselves in a state of 
underdevelopment due to past and present discrimination in accessing opportunities. 

Human resources development (HRD) becomes a key that can be used to break the 
cycle of poverty and underdevelopment. The development of human resources is 
central to the success of the employment policy recommendations. 

POLICY VISION

A Swaziland where Persons with Disabilities have equal opportunities to participate 
freely as equal partners in society and be empowered to realize their full potential in all 
spheres of life without discrimination. 

4



POLICY GOAL 
To promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and 
fundamental freedoms by Persons With Disabilities, and to promote respect for their 
inherent dignity. 

POLICY OBJECTIVES 

a) To improve the socio-economic status of men and women, girls and boys with 
disabilities 

b) To ensure that all persons with disabilities have equal access and 
opportunities to education and health services at all levels. 

c) To ensure that all buildings and infrastructure are accessible to persons with 
disabilities 

d) To promote inclusiveness and ensure that all institutions provide services to 
persons with disabilities in the same manner as they provide to the non-
disabled except where necessary 

GENERAL PRINCIPLES 

a) Respect for inherent dignity; individual autonomy including the freedom to 
make one's choices, and independence of Persons with Disabilities 

b) Non-discrimination; all persons are equal before and under the law and are 
entitled without any discrimination to the equal protection and equal bene�t 
on all grounds 

c) Full and effective participation and inclusion in society; equal rights of all 
Persons With Disabilities to live in the community with choices equal to others 
and in full enjoyment of their right to participation. 

d) Respect for difference and acceptance of persons with disabilities as part 
of human diversity and humanity; every person has the right to respect for 
his or her physical and mental integrity on an equal basis with others 

e) Equality of opportunity; all persons are equal and are entitled to equal 
economic, social, cultural opportunities in all spheres of life. 

f) Accessibility; Persons With Disabilities to live independently and participate 
fully in all aspects of life on equal basis with others 

g) Gender Equality; Fairness and justice as well as equal treatment, equal access 
to social services and equal pay for work of equal value. 

h) Respect for children with disabilities; the evolving capacities of children 
with disabilities and respect for the rights to preserve their identities. 

5
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Resources Available for Families with Deaf or Hard of Hearing Children in 
Swaziland 

The following list of resources in Swaziland should provide insight into how best to 
support for Deaf individuals and their families: 

1. Swaziland National Association for the Deaf - 2404  625, 7634 1176
2. Ministry of Education – 2404 2491  
3. Office of Disability Services (Eward Gwebu) - 7634 9173
4. Deputy Prime Minister's Office – 2404 2723
5. Audiologist, Mbabane Government Hospital, Mbabane –2404 2111
6. Siteki School for the Deaf, Siteki – 2343 4241
7. High School for the Deaf, Matsetsa – 2333 3461
8. Social Welfare Department – 2404 4340 (Mbabane)

6



Brief history of Swazi 
Sign Language

In interviews with members of Swaziland's National Association for the Deaf (SNAD), it 
became clear that Swazi Sign Language, like any language, has transformed over time. 
However, there are several speci�c instances over the past 40 years that were pivotal in 
developing SSL into the language that we know and love today. 

The �rst centre for Deaf Education opened in 1974 at the Enjabulweni School in 
Manzini.  Four students were enrolled in that �rst year and received their education 
from Irish Dominican nuns. Interestingly, nearly a century of deaf education had taken 
place in South Africa before the �rst Irish Dominican nuns made a lasting impact on the 
education of deaf individuals in Swaziland (Storbeck, Magongwa, Parkin, 2009, pp. 
134-136 Education for the Deaf in South Africa).  Leading up to 1880, a combination of 
sign languages from Ireland and Germany were utilized and taught in South Africa. 
However, things changed course dramatically as educators saw oralism as the best 
method to teach the deaf, leaving signed language behind. Thus, teachers 
communicated only through speaking, and disregarded using SSL as a means to 
disseminate information. 

While the students continued to learn at Enjabulweni, the construction of the school 
for the deaf in Siteki began. In 1977, the school moved to Siteki, now known as the 
School for the Deaf Primary. The School for the Deaf Primary in Siteki was the �rst centre 
for education of people living with deafness in Swaziland. During its �rst year, the 
school enrolled six students, but the student body has since grown to over 140 pupils.  
Again, the Irish Dominican nuns continued to teach using the oral method, and 
students were punished if they used SSL while in class. However, the students proved 
resilient, and during the breaks, and after school hours they would spend time 
conversing in SSL. Having a school for the deaf helped serve as a central place where 
deaf people from all across Swaziland could meet. This helped mould SSL, as the 
students, often having very little interaction with other deaf people, began to further 
develop their own language. Today, the school acts as a cultural hub for people living 
with deafness, where language, values, mores and customs are all shared, and 
transferred from one generation to another. In 2008 plans for creating a High School 
were developed. In 2010 this facility opened in Matsetsa, and now has over 30 students. 

Therefore, SSL has seen many forms over the years. Moreover, previously, SSL had little 
in�uence from English or SiSwati, but that has since changed. As deaf individuals in 
Swaziland had more interactions with deaf individuals from other places across the 
globe (the United Kingdom, Ghana, Uganda, and South Africa, to name a few) SSL 
continued to transform. This has led to a wide debate in the Deaf Community around 
how they can better standardize their language, as well as what it means to 
communicate using “clean” SSL. Furthermore, as deaf individuals were brought 
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together at school, signs for certain things were developed. For example, some places 
in Swaziland were not given their sign names based on their SiSwati meaning, rather, 
the sign name often stems from an association to a deaf person who was from that 
place or other meaning derived from the deaf community. 

In 1989, Swaziland's National Association for the Deaf (SNAD) was established, which 
helped further the progress and standardization of SSL. Twenty-�ve years later and 
SNAD has made great strides towards improving the lives of deaf people all over 
Swaziland.  

A few years after the school's inception in 1977, a few teachers grew resistant to using 
the oralism method despite recognizing its use in other parts of the world. Eventually, it 
was acknowledged that the use of SSL would have a more positive impact on the 
students, and the teachers began to embrace SSL as the language through which they 
would communicate information to the students. Since then, the school has adopted 
the Sign Bilingualism approach, which seeks to respect and use both sign language 
and the spoken, written language of the hearing community. This approach was 
selected because it places both sign and spoken language on an equal pedestal, 
ignoring the notion that one is superior over the other. Most importantly, it encourages 
children to know and be proud of their �rst language, which is Swazi Sign Language.

However, the fact that SSL has yet to be made an official language proves to remain a 
challenge. This has large implications on the development of education for deaf 
individuals. It means that there is no curriculum designed speci�cally with SSL in mind, 
thus neglecting to acknowledge it as a critical means through which students will 
receive an access to education. Moreover, the longer that SSL remains unrecognized as 
an official language, the longer members of the Deaf Community are prevented from 
accessing higher levels of education, and from being hired as experts in the �eld, 
capable of professionally teaching and training individuals in SSL. 

8



Schools for the Deaf
in Swaziland

The history of Deaf Education in Swaziland is just over 40 years old.  Prior to 1975 there 
were no facilities for primary education for the Deaf or Hard of Hearing community. This 
changed when a Catholic missionary by the name of Father Siro Edoni and the Social 
Welfare Department in the Office of Home Affairs took steps to address the need to 
create a programme that would cater to deaf and hard of hearing children in Swaziland. 

At the time, the Government commissioned Anne Leng, a social worker from the UK to 
make plans for the education of deaf pupils. Leng worked with an extension worker 
from the Social Welfare Department, John Mamba, to research the number of possible 
deaf students in Swaziland. The site for the school was identi�ed in January of 1975. 
Siteki was selected due to its close proximity to Good Shepherd Hospital and as 
buildings could be constructed on government land. The initial staff was made of two 
Irish Dominican Sisters, Gilbert Dowal and Madeleine Corcoran, Aaron Zwane, Anne 
Leng and John Mamba. While the staff waited for the construction in Siteki to be 
complete, the Rotary Club of Manzini, chaired by John Oliver �nanced a small centre at 
Enjabulweni Orphanage in Manzini where the �rst group of deaf learners could be 
taught. Remarkably, there were only four deaf children enrolled in the school at 
Enjabulweni. However, when the School for the Deaf in Siteki opened on 4 October, 
1976 the four pupils were later joined by an additional 23 deaf children by January 
1977. Prince Masitsela officially opened the school on 3 May, 1977. By 2001 the long-
awaited dream to have a pre-school to admit young deaf children as early as 3 years 
came to be and in 2007 preparations for a high school for the deaf were well under way. 
The High School for the Deaf officially opened in Matsetsa in 2010.  Today there are over 
150 students enrolled at the school in Siteki, and over 30 enrolled at the High School in 
Matsetsa. 

While it may seem surprising, Swazi Sign Language was not the medium of instruction 
when the Siteki School for the Deaf �rst opened. In fact, deaf learners were punished 
severely if they were caught signing. At the time, Oralism was the method of choice to 
teach deaf or hard of hearing pupils, which meant that emphasis was placed on verbal 
communication. Despite that, the deaf learners were able to develop their own 
language and system of communication in the hostels by the cover of night. Today the 
schools for the deaf proudly accept Sign Language as the main mode of 
communication and learning at the school. 

9
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Deaf Culture in
Swaziland

As noted in the Introduction, the Deaf Community is a diverse cultural group with its 
own set of values, collective history and language.  Respecting Deaf Culture and its 
members is not only a matter of knowing a few words in SSL, but it goes deeper to 
supporting these values and the goals of the community. Like SiSwati, reverence for 
SSL can be shown by taking the time to understand what deaf individuals have to say, 
as well as having the patience and compassion to accept the cultural Dos & Don'ts.  To 
help illustrate this point, the following chart will present some basic tenets of Swazi 
Culture in comparison with Deaf Culture. It is important to note that respecting one 
culture does not mean that a person is intentionally disrespecting the other culture. 
Instead, acknowledging the practices of both cultures is important in order to create an 
inclusive and welcoming environment for all people in Swaziland. 

Swazi Hearing 
Culture

Swazi Deaf 
Culture 

Greet people whom you know or do not know 
and show appreciation for everything by 

thanking a person and using Praise names. 
Attention getting: Sound/voice – Name usage 

Don’t maintain eye contact when talking to 
an adult. Misbehaving children cover their 

ears. Don’t give direct orders to adults if you 
are a child. Don’t give or receive with your left 

hand.

Greater need to stand close when talking to 
hear each other /Cannot hear in noisy 

environments 

SiSwati and English are the national 
languages in Swaziland, all printed materials, 

TV programmes and services are provided 
through these two languages. 

Maintain eye contact with the person you are 
signing to. This shows respect and that you are 

paying attention to them. Misbehaving children 
cover their eyes or look away. Pointing indicates 

who a person is referencing in conversation. 

Sign Language is a direct language that may 
come across as disrespectful or like a deaf 

person is giving orders. However, understanding 
the grammar of sign language shows that the 

language has its own rules to show respect. 

Greet a deaf person by using their sign name to 
show respect. Attention getting; Visual  -- Hand 

waving. Tap someone on the shoulder if you wish 
to get his or her attention. Don’t throw things at 

a person to get their attention or shout. 

Provide an interpreter in any circumstances to 
make the deaf person feel included. Don’t 

assume that deaf people are gossiping about 
you if you see them conversing.

10



Grammar structure 
of Sign Language 

Below are some important features of Swazi Sign Language.  Similarly to spoken 
languages, SSL has speci�c rules that need to be followed in order to help you 
communicate more effectively. Additionally, they integrate important aspects of Deaf 
Culture of which you might need to be aware.  Beyond that, refer to the table on the 
previous page to help further demonstrate some of the biggest differences between 
Hearing and Deaf culture, illustrating the signi�cance of the following rules and placing 
them into a speci�c, understandable context.  Most importantly, SSL is a visual 
language, and thus receptivity occurs through the eyes. This differs from spoken 
languages, where information can be received from using both the ears and eyes. 

Sign Names
People are given Sign Names in Deaf Culture. A person does not choose their own 
name, but rather it is given to someone from another member of the Deaf community. 
Like your birth name, your Sign Name remains with you throughout life. It often is 
representative of a speci�c characteristic, or behaviour that the person is known or 
recognized for. 

Signing Space 
This is comprised of the signer's head and chest, and is roughly 30 centimetres in width. 
This is to ensure that the “listener” is able to observe the body language, facial 
expressions and signs being conveyed by the signer.  Additionally, you can “whisper” by 
using a smaller part of the signing space, just like you may shout by taking up a larger 
part of the signing space. Many signs are also formed by touching the body or head by 
the dominant hand, and accurate placement is crucial. Examples of this are think, thank 
you, busy and parents. 

Movement
There are three axes of movement in SSL. They are horizontal, vertical and bilateral. This 
means that movement of a particular sign follows one of these three motions. 
Horizontal refers to the movement seen in  “where”, or “week”, as the motion moves 
across a space from left to right or right to left. Vertical movement can be seen in 
“month”, “father” and “mother. Finally, bilateral movement indicates motion that moves 
away from or towards the body, for example “Thank you”, “busy”, and “refuse”. 

Orientation
This refers to the direction in which the palm of your hand is facing, either up (where), 
down (mean), towards or away from the signer (want, bye), left or right. 

11



Siteki School For The Deaf in Swaziland

Handshapes 
A handshape is the shape in which we form our hand during the production of a sign. 
Handshapes also vary between signed languages, and are signi�cant to helping 
convey the correct meaning of the word, and if not done correctly may cause confusion 
to the recipient. Thus, it is important to pay attention to location, movement and 
orientation of a sign, on top of the handshape. All of these components will help ensure 
that the recipient understands what you are trying to convey, and likewise, your 
receptivity will increase as you pay attention to these four features. 

There are several examples visible throughout this book, as you might notice in reading 
the description for how to sign certain things. (See “Aunt, think, understand, and tea, for 
further clarity) 

Repeat for Emphasis 
Signs may not always be expressed in the same way, depending on what the person is 
trying to communicate. A signer may place more force or emphasis by repeating what 
they are signing, just as a speaker may change the tone of what they are saying to 
convey a different meaning. “What are you doing?” is very different from shouting 
“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” and the same can be true for sign language.  

Facial Expressions & Body Language
Demonstrating the appropriate facial expression while signing is equally important to 
ensure that what you intended to communicate is received effectively. If you confuse 
your facial expressions with what you are trying to say, the recipient may be unsure 
what you actually mean. For example, if you are signing that you are happy, yet your 
facial expression is cross, with a furrowed brow, it is doubtful that the “listener” will 
believe that you are actually 
happy. Facial expressions also 
function to mark adjectives, 
adver bs,  quest ions,  topic , 
negat ion and manner  and 
emotive state. 

Similarly, body language is 
equally key to communication. It 
is important that you visually 
represent what you are thinking, feeling, or trying to say. This can be seen in how a 
person holds their shoulders, moves their arms, stands, and even how that movement 
occurs, such as gently or aggressively, (the difference between happy and angry). 

Happy Bored

12



Grammar structure 
Like English or SiSwati, SSL follows its own grammatical rules and syntaxes.  It typically 
leaves out connecting words such as “a”, “to”, and “the” that are critical parts of forming 
sentences in English. Moreover, the word order also follows its own pattern. An 
example of this can be witnessed in the following example. Perhaps I am interested in 
communicating that I would like to go to town.  In English, I would say something like “I 
am going to town.”  However, in SSL, I might sign “Me going town.” Another example: 
“Where are we going to meet?” would be signed as “Meet where?” As you can see, 
emphasis is placed on the words that are most crucial to expressing your actions or 
interests.  

Signing Pace 
Signing at the appropriate pace is important 
in order to ensure that the people you are 
conversing with can follow what you are 
communicating. Signing at a slow pace can 
pose as many challenges as signing too fast.  
In addition to that, limit the amount with 
which you speak while signing. It is very 
challenging to communicate in two 
languages at the same time. Although it 
might be difficult when �rst learning SSL to 
not speak, as you grow comfortable with the 
language it will become much easier to 
focus solely on what you are trying to sign.  

Maintain Eye Contact 
Looking away from the person you are signing to is the same as covering your ears 
while talking to some one, it indicates that you are not listening. This might be 
uncomfortable at �rst, but it is a crucial part of signing and respecting Deaf culture. 
While a person is signing, watch attentively to show that you are concentrating on what 
they are trying to convey. 

13
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Fingerspelling
As you are learning SSL, there will be circumstances where you are trying to 
communicate something, but lack the sign vocabulary to properly express your 
thoughts or feelings. When this happens, it is appropriate and recommended to 
�ngerspell.  This means that you will utilize the hand-alphabet to spell the word you 
wish to say (and then learn the sign for that word).  For example, maybe you are 
expressing your interest to go shopping in Manzini, but are unsure how to sign 
“Manzini”.  Using the hand-alphabet sign “M-A-N-Z-I-N-I”. It's as simple as that.  
Remember, when �ngerspelling, just as in signing, maintain a pace that is easy for your 
recipient to follow, but be prepared to repeat what you may have spelled. 

Finally, Fingerspelling occurs Lexically. This means 
that your hand remains in the same space while 
you spell out a word (e.g. does not move up or 
down,  or  s ide  to  s ide) .  Addit ional ly,  a l l 
Fingerspelling occurs in the same location, 
depending on a person's hand dominance. This is 
at shoulder level, slightly to the right or left side of 
the body (See image) 

Classi�ers
Commonly recognized handshapes are understood as Classi�ers. They are used to help 
a signer make reference to something. As noted, Swazi Sign Language is a visual 
language. What this means is that all information is received through the eyes. Whereas 
hearing individuals' receptivity is based on their ability to see AND hear, a Deaf 
individual's receptivity occurs solely through their eyes. Although this might seem 
limiting, this is not the case. Signed languages can be as complex, abstract or concrete 
as spoken languages. In order to better understand, and communicate in SSL, it is 
important to adjust your mindset and work to paint a picture using your hands, facial 
expression and body language. 

Classi�ers are used to describe:
1. The size and shape of an object
2. Represent the object itself
3. Demonstrate how the object moves
4. Can clarify a message conveyed by highlighting speci�c details. 
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There are certain handshapes that can be used to help you classify certain objects. 
Some examples of these are: 

· Closed 5: Smooth �at surface, inanimate objects in speci�ed location: picture 
on the wall, books lined upright on a shelf, heights 

· Closed 5 bent: Describing an object with sharp corners 
· C Shape: Cylindrical object, cup or pipe

Let's Practice! 
Use the images below to practice using classi�ers to describe what you see. Remember 
that facial expressions and body language should also be considered in how you 
explain what you see, and will help you convey a clearer message. 
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“Learning a second language is not an easy task. In fact, 
although learning your �rst langauge was probably the 
easiest thing you’ve ever done, learning a second 
language may be among the most difficult things you 
ever do. Learning a second language (and learning it 
really well) means learning about the people who use 
that language—their attitudes, their cultural values, 
and their way of looking at the world” 

(Baker & Cokely, 1984, pp. x).

Hand alphabet 

Mbeketeli Magagula, Grade 5



Hand alphabet Hand Alphabet  
English 

 
SiSwati

 
Description 

 Alphabet 
 
Tinhlavu
temagama

Using your dominant hand, letters are spelled at shoulder 
level, palm facing away from your body. 

A B

K

U

F

P

Z

L

V

G

Q

M

W

H

R

D

N

X

I

S

E

O

Y

J

T

C
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Now let's practice! Asesitilungiselele! 

Exercise 1: Fingerspell the Alphabet 
Practice �ngerspelling the alphabet �ve times. Now see how far you can get without 
having to look at the pictures above. After you feel comfortable, �nd some friends 
and see who can �ngerspell the fastest. 

Once you feel comfortable with the way the letters are formed, let's move on to 
practicing spelling certain words. 

Exercise 2: Spell your name 
Example: Bongiwe  extended to B-O-N-G-I-W-E

Ready? Try spelling your name! 
Now try: SIPHO, ZINHLE, SIPHIWE, BONGANI, NONSIKELELO, HLANGABEZA , 
PHELELE 

Exercise 3: Name that Object
Each item pictured below begins with a different letter of the alphabet. Practise 
�ngerspelling the name of each item. This will help you be more comfortable with 
forming each letter, as well as building the con�dence to identify what you are 
trying to convey. 

A - ALOE B -  BABOON C - CATTLE D - DAM

E - ELEPHANT F - FIRE G - GIRAFFE H - HUT

18



I - INCWALA J - JACARANDA K - KING L - LIHIYA

M - MAIZE N - NAARTJIE O - OBSERVER P - PINEAPPLE

Q - QUEEN 
MOTHER R - RHINO S - SHIELD T - TIMES

U - UMHLANGA V - VILLAGE W - WATERFALL X - XYLOPHONE

Y - YOGHURT Z - ZEBRA

19
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Siyanda Sihlongonyane, Grade 6

NUMBERS



21

Numbers

English SiSwati

Numbers Tinombolo Numbers are counted from left to right, palms facing your 
audience from the smallest finger on your left hand to the 
smallest finger on your right hand. Th number “10” is made by 
clapping your hands once. Then, from numbers 11-19, you 
begin by clapping, signaling “10”, but then proceed to form an 
additional number with your dominant hand. For example, the 
number “16” is made by first clapping, followed by shaping 
your dominant hand into a “6”.  For numbers 20 and above, 
hold your hand so your palm is facing you, then you will flick 
your hand out to face your audience. For example, let's make 
“20”. Make the “2” , palm facing in towards your body. 
Maintaining the “2” flick your hand out so your palm is now 
facing your audience. 

Description

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8 9 10

11 12 13 14 15
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17 18 19 20

21 22 23 24 25

26 27 28 29 30

40 50 60 70 80

90 100

16
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Now let's practice! Asesitilungiselele! 

Exercise 1: Counting from 1 to 10 
Start by practicing counting from 1 to 10. First, begin by using both hands, moving 
from the left to the right. After you feel comfortable with that, try using only one 
hand to count. 

Exercise 2: What's your age? 
You will learn how to sign “age'” later in the book, so for the time being, let's just 
practice the numbers. 

Example: I am 24. Here's what it will look like

+

Now try your age! 

AGE MY

20 4
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Phephile Mathonsi, Grade 5

QUESTION 
FORMS



English SiSwati Description

Pointer-finger extended up, moving side-
to-side, motion mainly from the wrist, 
palm facing out. 

What

Who

When

Why

How

Yini

Ngubani

Kuphi
nendzawo?

Nini

Leni

Kanjani

Question Forms

Pointer-finger extended up, arm moves in 
a circular motion inwards, with palm 
facing yourself.

Both arms extended out at waist-level, 
hands open with palms facing up, hands 
move side-to-side, first towards each 
other than away.

One hand brought up to the side of the 
face, tap your pointer, middle and ring 
finger on your cheekbone.

Hold your hand in a fist and extend your 
pointer finger up. Hand moves towards 
your opposite shoulder. Hand comes to 
rest on your chest. Tap twice.  

Left hand palm facing down, right hand is 
located just below the left hand palm, in 
an opposite direction facing up, move the 
right hand around the left hand until the 
palm is resting on top of the left hand. 

Where

25
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BASIC GREETINGS

Mbeketeli Magagula, Grade 5



Basic Greetings
English SiSwati Description

Hello Sawubona Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Goodbye Valelisa/
Sala 
kahle 

Hand up at shoulder height, palm facing 
your audience, hand open, move hand 
side-to-side in a “wave” 

Name Libito lakho Form an “L” with your right hand, bringing 
your hand across your face to meet the 
left corner of your mouth. Pinch your 
pointer-finger and thumb slowly together 
as your hand glides across your mouth.  

My name 
is… 

Ligama 
lami 
ngu… 

First, make the sign for “Name” followed 
by the sign for “My”. 

Hello Sawubona Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Age Iminyaka 
yakho/
umnyaka

From Kuphi 
kusukaphi? 

Hold your left hand at waist-height, with the 
thumb facing up, hand open, take your right 
hand, placing your right thumb, pointed down 
on the palm of your left hand, left hand 
remaining open, closing your right hand 
around your left hand, bring your right hand up. 

Holding your left hand at waist-level, 
palm up, take your right hand, forming a 
fist, and drag it across your left hand, in 
towards yourself. 

27
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English SiSwati Description

What is 
your 
name? 

Ungubani 
ligama 
lakho? 

My sign 
name is… 

Make the sign for “Name”, followed by 
the sign for “What”, and finally the sign 
for “your”. 

Hold both hands in an “I” at waist height, 
with your right hand slightly below your 
left hand. Bring your right hand up and 
around your left small finger until the right 
small finger is resting on top of your left 
small finger. Followed by the sign for 
“My” 



English SiSwati Description

My

I 

You

Kwami

Mine

Wena

Taking your right hand, gently tap your 
chest.

With your pointer-finger extended up, 
bring your hand in towards your chest, 
tap your chest with the back of your hand, 
extend out and repeat. 

Forming a “U” extend your hand out, 
pointing towards whom you are speaking 
to. 

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Your Kwakho Hold your hand so your fingers are 
pointing up, palm facing your audience, 
close your hand to form a fist and extend 
your hand out towards whom you are 
speaking to. 

Thank you Ngiyabonga Depending on how appreciative you are… hold 
both hands open, palm facing up, next to each 
other and bring up to your chin, and then drop 
them back down, extending out. You can also 
do this with one hand, holding it palm-up, bring 
it up to tap your chin, and extend your hand 
back out. 

What is 
your sign 
name? 

Make the sign for “Sign Name” 

Then followed by the sign for “What”. 

29
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English SiSwati Description

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

You're 
Welcome

Wemukelekile Hold your hands at waist-height on the 
left side of your body, then move them 
across your body to the right side in 
arching motion. 

Excuse 
me/Sorry

Ncesi Hold your hand up, and form a fist. Bring 
the fist in to rest the left side of your chest 
(over your heart) and move your hand in 
a small circle. 

Please Ngiyacela 1) Hold your hand up making a “W” but 
bring your fingers together. Like “Sorry”, 
bring your hand to rest over your heart on 
your chest, and move it in small circles.

2) With both hands extended facing 
palm-up at waist-level, move your right 
hand up, and then down to rest on top of 
your left hand. 

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Good Kuhle Form a fist with both hands, but rotate it 
so that your thumb is facing up, and 
extend your hand out (Can also be done 
with one hand) 
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English SiSwati Description

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Morning Kusile There are several ways to sign "Morning" 
1. Forming a "T" with your hand, bring 
your thumb up to rest on your chin, with 
your pointer-finger sitting just under your 
mouth. 2. Palm facing down, extend your 
hand out in the direction of sunrise.  

Night Ulale kahle Raise your hands to shoulder level, 
palms facing towards your audience. 
Bring your hands across your face, so 
that they meet the elbow of the opposite 
arm. 

Yes Yebo Form a fist with your hand at shoulder 
height. Using your wrist, move your hand 
so that the palm faces down, and then 
bring it back up to face your audience. 
(like nodding your head). 

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Understand

Confused

Uyeva

Usangene 

Form a “U” with your hand and bring your 
hand up to tap your forehead. 

Make the sign for “You”. Then taking both 
hands, bring them up to both sides of 
your head, cuping your hands to form 
“C”s, and rotate your hands in small 
circles. 

X2
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English SiSwati Description

No Cha Make a “U” with both hands. Hold your 
hands at waist height, pointing out 
towards your audience. Take one hand 
and place the “U” on top of the other “U”, 
forming an “X” with your hands. Then 
glide the hands away from each other in a 
line. 

Sharp/
How 
are you? 

Unjani? 1. With your left palm facing down, take 
your right hand, bring it down on top of 
your left hand tapping it briefly before 
both hands move to form the sign for 
“Good”, equivalent to “Sharp” 2. Make 
the sign for “How”. 

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

I'm fine Ngiyaphila Hold your hand out, palm facing down, 
move your hand in towards your chest, 
bring your thumb to tap twice in the 
middle of your chest. 

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

I'm well Ngiyaphila Hold both hands out, palms facing in 
towards your body, back of your hands 
facing your audience. Bring your hands in 
to tap your chest, extend the hands out to 
form the sign for “Good” 

Wait Mani Holding your left hand, palm facing up, 
take your right hand, and form a “V”, but 
curving your fingers a little bit. Bring your 
right hand down to your left palm so the 
“V” taps your left hand twice. X2
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English SiSwati Description

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

We

Never

Again Phindza 
futsi

Hold your left hand in a fist at waist level, 
with your thumb facing up. With your right 
hand, form a “U” and bring it down to tap 
your left hand. 

Tsine

Ngeke 

Form a “W” with your hand, bringing it in 
so that your smallest finger taps your 
stomach, have your hand curve up, bring 
your pointer finger to tap your chest. 

Raise both hands to shoulder level, 
forming fists. Cross your arms, and slide 
your right hand up past your left fist and 
bring it back, so it's slightly touching your 
left hand and wrist. 

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Now Nyalo Raising both of your hands just above waist 
height, with the palms facing you, cup your 
hands slightly as you drop your arms down five 
or so centimetres.

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Think Cabanga Using your right hand, form a “T” with your 
hands. Bring your right hand up to tap 
your forward, or make a small circle on 
your forward. 
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English SiSwati Description

What are 
you 
thinking? 

Ucabangani Using your right hand, form a “T” with your 
hands. Bring your right hand up to tap 
your forward, or make a small circle on 
your forward. 

Complete the question by making the 
sign for “what”.

Go well Hamba 
kahle

First, make the sign for “Go”, by holding your 
left hand out at waist level, thumb facing up. 
Taking your right hand, palm facing your left 
hand, as if you were going to “clap”, lower your 
hand so it sits just below your left hand, and 
then bring your right hand up and in towards 
yourself, while your left hand lowers slightly.

Make the sign for “good”. 

Do Yenta First, make the sign for “Do” by making a 
“U”, but bringing your thumb out like an 
“L” Then bring your fingers together 
(pinching). 

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Laugh Hleka Raise your hand to head level, with your 
fingers facing in towards your face, move 
your hand across your face where your 
mouth is. 
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English SiSwati Description

What are 
you doing? 

Wentani? First, make the sign for “Do” by making a 
“U”, but bringing your thumb out like an 
“L” Then bring your fingers together 
(pinching). 

Then make the sign for “What” 

Where 
are 
you 
going?  

Uyaphi? Make the sign for “Go” 

Followed by the sign for “where”

What are 
you 
laughing 
at? 

Uhlekani? Raise your hand to head level, with your 
fingers facing in towards your face, move 
your hand across your face where your 
mouth is. 

Finish by making the sign for “Why” 
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English SiSwati Description

Take your left hand, holding it so palm is 
facing down, holding your hand in a fist. 
With your right hand, extend your pointer 
finger and bring it down to tap your left 
wrist (where your watch would be). 

Then make the sign for “what”.

There are 3 ways in which to indicate that 
a person is lying.  

1. Bring your right hand to the right side of 
your face, so that your fingers are 
pointing up. Move your hand across your 
face so that your fingers gradually point 
to the left. 

2. Make a fist, extending your pointer 
finger upwards, bring your hand up to 
your forward, and then slide your hand 
down to your chin. 

3. Bring your hand up to your forehead, 
so that the back of your hand is touching 
your forehead and is formed in a fist. 
Then open and close your hand several 
times. 

What time 
is it? 

Liar/You 
are lying

Sikhatsini? 

Emanga/
unemanga 

x2
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English SiSwati Description

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

M a k e  a  “ D ”  b r i ng  yo u r  p o i n t e r 
finger/hand up to your ear, and flick it. 
Then make the sign for “You” 

First make the sign for “problem”, by 
forming each hand into a fist. Bring your 
hands together, with your left hand on top 
of your right hand. Then Flip your hands 
so that the right hand is now on top of the 
left one. 

Then make the sign for “What”

Taking both hands, raise them towards 
your forehead, palms facing in towards 
your face. Tap your forhead with both 
hands, and then extend your hands back 
out. 

Naughty Awuva 
uyedzelela

What's 
the 
problem?

Yini 
inkinga?

I do not 
know

Angati

True Liciniso Hold your right hand in a “T” at chest 
height. Bring the “T” across your boy to 
tap just below your left shoulder. 
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English SiSwati Description

I forget Ngiyakhohlwa Bring your hand, palm facing in, to rest 
on your forhead. Then gently drag your 
fingers across your forhead, pinching 
your fingers together. 

Busy Ngiyaphitsitela
/ 
Ngimatasatasa

Hold your hands, palm up, at chest-
height. Alternating, bring one hand in to 
meet the chest, so that the smallest 
finger taps the chest, and then extend 
out. 

Have Unayo Hold your left hand at waist level, palm 
facing up. Make an “O” with your right 
hand and bring it down to your left hand, 
so that the tips of your fingers on your 
right hand are resting on top of your left 
palm. 

Can Nginakhona
/kukhona

Hold your left hand at waist level, palm 
facing down. Form an “A” with your right 
hand, and bring it down on top of your 
left hand. 

Will Form a “W” with your right hand, holding 
your arm at shoulder level. Extend your 
arm out away from your body. 

Ngito… 
/ngitawu… 
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Now let's practice! Asesitilungiselele! 

Exercise 1: Introductions
Practice saying "Hello" and “Unjani?". First practice by yourself, then try to greet your 
family in SSL. Practise responding with "I'm �ne."

Exercise 2: My name is… Ligama lami ngu… 
Introduce yourself using "My name is…", building from the above greetings. 

Exercise 3: What is your name? Ungubani ligama lakho? 
Practise asking someone else what their name is after you introduce yourself. 

Exercise 4: Formulate your own conversation
Take a moment to create your own conversation with a friend or family member, or 
someone you have just met. 

Think about asking: 
What is your name?
How old are you? 
How are you? 
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BASIC 
VOCABULARY

Siphesihle Dlamini, Grade 7
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English SiSwati Description

Hello Sawubona Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

People Bantfu Form a “W” with each hands, holding 
hands at shoulder level, palms facing in, 
move your hands in small circles.

Person Umuntfu Make a “Q” with your hand, but so that 
it's facing up. Move your hand down, 
starting at shoulder-height, dropping to 
waist level. 

Rain Litulu/
imvula/
liyana 

Hold your hands so that your palms are 
facing down, curving your fingers slightly 
inward. Drop your hands down and bring 
them back up twice. 

River Umfula First, form a “C” with your right hand, and 
raise it to your mouth as if you were 
drinking from an invisible cup (this is also 
one sign for “water”). Then, form an “R” 
with both of your hands, bringing them to 
waist-level. In an outward motion, snake 
your hands having them mirror each 
other. 

Beautiful Kuhle/
muhle/
buhle 

Form the sign for “Good” Bring your hand 
up to your face and tap your thumb twice 
on your cheek. 

Basic Vocabulary
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English SiSwati Description

Hello Sawubona Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Nice Kumnandzi/
Lokumnandzi 

Form a “U” with your hand, and then bring 
it to the right side of your face brush your 
cheek, and then moving your hand over 
to repeat the motion on your left side. 

Bad Kubi/kabi Make a fist, but stick your thumb out so 
that it's facing down. Move your hand up 
and down once or twice. 

Respect Hlonipha Form an “R” with both hands. Bring your 
hands to waist-level and align them so 
that they are facing each other. Rotate 
your hands so that each “R” is circling the 
other. 

Care Nakekela Bring your hands to waist-level, palms 
facing in. Place your right hand slightly on  
top of your left hand, so that the fingers 
are overlapping. Move your hands from 
left to right across the front of your body. 
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English SiSwati Description

Hello Sawubona Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Responsible Uyanaka Form an “R” with both hands, bringing 
them to rest on your right shoulder. 

Help Sita Place your left hand, palm-up at waist 
height. With your right hand, Bring your 
middle and ring finger in to meet your 
thumb, so that your smallest finger and 
pointer finger are pointing out. Move your 
right hand so that the smallest finger and 
pointer finger meets the back of your left 
hand and slowly lifts the hand upwards. 

Faster Sheshisa Place left hand facing palm-up, form an 
“I” with your right hand and bring it to 
meet your left hand sliding your right 
hand across your left hand away from 
your body. 

Slower Kancane Form a “D” with your left hand. Take your 
right hand, in the “X” position, and slowly 
slide your right hand pointer-finger down 
your left pointer-finger. 
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English SiSwati Description

Hello Sawubona Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Sun Lilanga Raise your right hand above your head. 
Cup it sort of like a “C” and rise and 
lower it slightly. 

Clouds Emafu Raise both your hands up to head-level, 
palms facing towards your audience. 
Curl your fingers in slightly, and move 
your hands in opposite circles. 

Wind Umoya Hold your hands up facing each other 
(as if you were clapping), but leave 
them  twenty or so centimetres apart. 
Slowly move your hands from side to 
side, bending your wrists slightly. 

Cold Kubandza Form both hands into fists, at raise 
arms to shoulder level. Shake hands a 
little from side-to-side. 



English SiSwati Description

Hello Sawubona Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

Hot Kushisa 1. Place your hand close to your face, 
and make the sign for “Sun”. Bring your 
hand in and out from your face. 

2. Form an “X” with both of your hands. 
One at a time, bring your hand up to your 
cheek, just below your eye, and slide it 
down towards your chin. 

Start Kusuka/
kucala

Form a “C' with your left hand, while your 
right hand is moulded into a fist. Bring 
your right hand up through the “C” of your 
left hand. As the right hand moves 
through the “C” open up your right hand 
so that by the time your “C” is around 
your right wrist, your right hand is 
opened. 

This is sign can also be used for 
“Develop”. 

Stop Mani Hold your left hand, palm facing up. 
Raise your right hand so that your thumb 
is facing up and it is floating above your 
left hand. Bring your right hand down so 
that your smallest finger meets your left 
palm. 
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English SiSwati Description

What is 
your 
surname?

My 
surname 
is…

Sitsini 
sibongo/
uwakabani?

Ngiwaka…

Make a “2” with your left hand, and turn 
your hand so that the palm is facing in. 
Using your right hand pointer-finger, tap 
the ring finger of your left hand. This 
corresponds to “Second”. 

Then make the sign for “Name”. 

Then followed by the sign for “What”. 

Make the sign for “My”

Then make the sign for “Name”.

Make the sign for “Second”
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English SiSwati Description

I like… Ngiyatsandza… 

Then make a “D” with your hand, then 
bring your pointer finger to the top of 
your neck, and slide your finger down to 
the base of your neck.

I do not 
like…

Angitsandzi… Make the sign for “like” followed by 
bringing your hand out and waving it 
side-to-side. Make sure your facial 
expression corresponds with what 
you're saying.

What do 
you 
want?

Ufunani? Take your hand, palm facing towards 
your body, and bring it  up to your chin, 
close to your chest. Move your hand 
down towards your stomach and away. 

Then make the sign for “What” 

Then make the sign for “Your”.

Make the sign for “me” 
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English SiSwati Description

Hello Sawubona Make a “U” position with your fingers, 
raise hand to your temple, tap your 
forhead, and then extend your hand out, 
pointing to the person you are talking to. 

I want… Ngifuna Make the sign for “Me” followed by the 
sign for “Want” 

Trust Kwetsemba Bring your hand in so that your fingers are 
pointing towards your chest. Following 
your neck, move your hand up towards 
your chin until your hand is facing palm 
up in front of your face. 

Try Zama Form an “I” with your left hand, pinching 
your pointer, ring and thumb of your right 
hand together, at the tip of the smallest 
finger on your left hand, twist your right 
hand. 

Mountain Intsaba Move your left arm so that it is parallel to 
your body, palm facing down. Take your 
right hand so that the fingers hover above 
your left elbow. Moving back towards the 
right side of your body, snake your right 
hand above your left arm. 
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Now let's practice! Asesitilungiselele! 

Exercise 1

Practice describing the weather based on what you see in the images.

Rain Hot Wind Cold

Exercise 2

Describe how a person or a thing is e.g Siphosihle is good.

Naughty Busy Slow
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Glossary

English

A
Again, 32
Age, 28

B
Bad, 40
Beautiful, 39
Busy, 37

C
Care, 40
Clouds, 42
Cold, 42
Confused, 32 

E
Excuse Me, 29

F
Fast, 41
Forget, 37
From, 28

G
Go Well, 32
Good, 30
Goodbye, 26

H
Hello, 26
Help, 41
Hot, 43
How are you?, 31
How, 24

I
I do not know, 36
I do not like… 45 
I like… , 45
I want, 46
I, 28
I'm �ne, 31

I'm well, 31

L
Liar, 35
Lie, 35

M
Morning, 30
Mountain, 46
My Name is… , 26
My surname is… 44
My, 28

N
Name, 26
Naughty, 36
Never, 32
Nice, 40
Night, 30 
No, 31
Now, 32

P
People, 39
Person, 39
Please, 29

R
Rain, 39
Respect, 40
Responsible, 41
River, 39

S
Sharp, 31
Sign name, 27
Slow, 41
Sorry, 29
Start, 43
Stop, 43
Sun, 42
Surname, 44

T
Thank you, 29
Trust, 46
Try, 46

U
Understand, 32

W
Wait, 31
We, 32
What are you doing?, 34
What are you laughing at?, 
34
What are you thinking?, 32
What do you want?, 45
What is the problem?, 36
What time is it?, 35
What, 24
When, 24
Where are you going?, 34
Where, 24
Who, 24
Why, 24
Wind, 42

Y
Yes, 30 
You, 28
You're welcome, 29
Your, 28
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Siswati 

A
Angati, 36
Angitsandzi, 45
Awuva, 36

B
Bantfu, 39
Buhle, 39

C
Cha, 31

E
Emafu, 42
Emanga, 35

H
Hamba kahle, 33
Hlonipha, 40

I
Iminyaka yakho, 28
Imvula, 39
Insaba, 46

K
Kabi, 40
Kanjani, 24
Khohlwa, 37
kubandza, 42
Kubi, 40
Kucala, 43
Kuhle, 30
Kuhle, 39
Kumnandzi, 40
Kuphi kusukaphi, 28
Kuphi nendzawo?, 24
Kushisa, 42
Kusuka, 43
Kwakho, 28
Kwami, 28
Kwetsemba, 46

L
Leni, 24
Libito Lakho, 26
Ligama lami ngu…, 26
Lilanga, 42
Litulu, 39
Liyana, 39
Lokumnandzi, 40

M
Mani, 31, 43
Mine, 28
Muhle, 39

N
Nakekela, 40
Ncesi, 29
Ngeke, 32
Ngifuna, 46
Ngimatasatasa, 37
Ngiwaka… 44
Ngiyabonga, 29
Ngiyacela, 29
Ngiyaphila, 31
Ngiyaphitsitela, 37
Ngiyatsandza, 45
Ngubani, 24
Nini, 24
Nyalo, 32

P
Phindza futsi, 32

S
Sala Kahle, 26
Sawubona, 26
Sheshisa, 41
Sikhatsini?, 35
Sita, 41
Sitsini sibongo, 44

T
Tsine, 32

U
Ucabangani, 33
Ufunani? 45
Ugnubani ligama lakho?, 
27
Uhlekani?, 34
Ulale kahle, 30
Umfula, 39
Umnyaka, 28
Umuntfu, 39
Unemanga, 35
Unjani, 31
Usangene?, 33
Uwakabani?, 44
Uyanaka, 41
Uyaphi, 34
Uyedzelela, 36
Uyeva yini, 33

V
Valelisa, 26

W
Wemukelekile, 29
Wentani, 34

Y
Yebo, 30
Yini inkinga?, 36
Yini, 24

Z
Zama, 46
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