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Deaf people fit into the category of “people who have difficulty reading.”  Not every deaf person or Deaf person
.  Not people who are deafened after school age or late in life.  But people who are born deaf or become deaf early, say, before age 4-5 years.  That is, people whose hearing loss has prevented their full acquisition of spoken language in the family and community around them.  People who are candidates for using a sign language in their everyday lives.

When I started to learn sign language in a serious way in 1970, I was introduced to the genre of jokes that is sometimes called the “deaf moron”.  You may remember from primary school the genre of riddles featuring the little moron (“Why did the moron throw the alarm clock out of the window?” “He wanted to see time fly.”).  A classic “deaf moron” joke involves a situation where a deaf person must solve a problem without resorting to speech.  (Many deaf people prefer not to speak to strangers or speak at all, but it’s never stated since it’s part of the cultural knowledge.)  Whether they do not have confidence about their ability to speak intelligibly – even after many years of therapy – or whether they find the puzzled facial expressions of their interlocutors on hearing a “deaf voice” a discouragement depends on the individual.  It’s difficult to monitor your own articulation and loudness if you have a severe hearing loss, and even adults who lose their hearing well after acquisition of spoken language must work consciously to maintain and monitor their speech quality and loudness.  Notice how we’ve moved from writing and literacy to speech – it’s a slippery road, since all of us literates forget that speech, literacy and language refer to different skills, acquisition patterns, and knowledge.  Some of the “little moron, deaf style” jokes play on the tension of “if not speech, how about writing?”

A classic ASL joke is offered here in translation:  

A deaf person drives up to the railroad tracks and sees the signal that the train is coming, both flashing lights and the semiphore arms coming down across the road.  Growing impatient after a few minutes while waiting for a train to pass and the signals to end, the deaf person takes pad and pencil and approaches the railroad attendant who has control of the signal.   On the piece of paper, he writes please but.  
Now I know most of you are chuckling, but for the few who didn’t get it, I’ll explain the joke.  The sign but is made with index fingers extended from the fist, in front of the signer’s body starting with the fingers overlapping.  The forearms separate to an open vertical position.  Can you see the similarity to a pantomime of opening the semiphore arms?  Ah!  A visual pun.  In this case the sign (but) that closest approximates the mime movement is used as the written representation for the action requested (open the semiphore arms).  

Fred Schreiber, the first fulltime Executive Director of the National Association of the Deaf (1966–1979), proclaimed that “Deaf people can do anything except hear,” and I am hardly one to argue with such an esteemed leader of the deaf community.

However, Schreiber did not say, “deaf people can do anything easily”, and for the 90% or more of deaf children who are born into hearing families, the acquisition of (spoken) language and of literacy is problematic.  The remaining 10% (or less) of deaf children are born into families where one or both parents are also deaf, and usually this means that the child and parents will engage in a typical developmental pattern of acquisition of the home language (usually in the US American Sign Language [ASL]), from babbling through single word utterances (starting between 6-9 months) to two or three word utterances by age 18-22 months.  Deaf parents are prepared to accommodate a deaf child, often rejoice at the birth of a deaf (rather than a different-from-us – hearing – child), do not go through a grieving period about their child’s deafness (as hearing parents often do), do start reading with their child at about the same time as hearing parents do with their hearing children.

It has been shown that children acquiring signing as a first language control single word gestures slightly earlier than children acquiring a spoken language, but the multi-word utterances appear at more or less the same age for both groups.  The earlier “first signs” have stimulated a number of hypotheses:  it may have to do with parents’ ability to attribute meaning to manual gestures (milk, give, mama, ball…) before parents can assign meaning to a hearing child’s vocal gestures.  Or, it may have to do with the size of the gestures, where less motor control is required for approximating signs, than for accurate oral production.  (And of course these two factors are not independent:  the making of meaningful gestures in whichever modality is both a function of the cognitive and linguistic abilities of the child-producer and the ability of the caregiver to recognize them.)  Nonetheless, the acquisition of language (sufficient and productive vocabulary, syntax, morphology, and semantics) proceeds at more or less the same pace, with some more complex morphological and discourse skills developing later, even after the usual age of entry to formal education for children of each type of language (cf. Carol Chomsky’s work on question-asking with 6-9 year old English speakers).  

Deaf children from hearing families do not follow this pattern.  Hearing loss may not be detected until the child is close to 3 years of age, and for children with hearing parents the confirmation of deafness or severe hearing impairment happens as much as 6-12 months later than for those with a hearing impaired parent.   Different research programs designate pre-lingual deafness (before acquiring [spoken] language), generally thought of as before age 2-3 years of age.  By this time of course hearing children in hearing homes are already speaking full sentences, singing popular songs, reciting traditional nursery rhymes.  

In Schein and Delk’s 1974 census of the deaf population of the US, they used a broader measure encompassing all who are known to be deaf before leaving school, since they were interested in providing quantitative evidence estimating the costs to US society to support deaf people’s (communication) access while gainfully employed (and paying taxes), in contrast to having this portion of the population drawing on social services support (without self-sufficiency or tax-payer status).

Learning to read is doubly challenging for deaf people.  Learning to read is generally considered a task of making the association between spoken language and a print representation of the speech.  Since deaf people do not have access to speech, they cannot form the associations easily.  And for deaf people who sign, the form of sign language “words” (i.e., signs) and their combination into meaningful utterances is unrelated to the form of spoken words or written language.  Even fingerspelling (for those sign languages which have it) may not lead to strong spelling in print, since highly conventionalized and high frequency items do not preserve the lettershapes of every character in a spelled item (and reduces these shapes in systematic ways).  While there have been several efforts to create written representation systems for signing, they are not widely used or known (pace the small, but enthusiastic teachers and schools using SignWriting).  So literacy in the native language of Deaf signers does not exist, which makes the whole effort of reading in English (or other familiar languages of the web) different from the situation of ESL students from countries with literacy traditions, and more like that of ESL students from places without standardized written forms, or from strata of society where literacy is not an aspiration or assumption.   

One of the intriguing hints about acquisition of literacy comes from evaluation of deaf student from different backgrounds:  Those deaf students from deaf families test better – close to or at grade level – on assessments of written English and reading, than deaf high school graduates from hearing families who test at about grade 4 for reading and writing.  One of the reasons for the ceiling effect at 4th grade may be that this is when (tests of) reading comprehension begins to depend on complex syntax (passive voice, nested clauses, antecedent reference to other sentences in the passage, and other discourse structures), as well as more advanced vocabulary.   Johnson, Liddell, and Erting (1989) provide an indictment of deaf education in the US, review the reasoning for making (spoken) English the sole language of instruction and how this approach has failed to educate deaf people, spending inordinate amounts of time on speech production training and auditory rehabilitation, time which might be better spend on general educational goals, with literacy as a priority, divorced from speech.  The same indictment can be levied against most other developed countries, in which the language of instruction is the spoken (and written) language of the hearing community, and where the sign language may not be acknowledged for any purpose other than playground and dormitory talk.  This is an overly simplified version of what the literature calls “oral education” or “oral rehabilitation.”  The result of these poor pedagogical strategies is that deaf children are labeled “oral failures” and turn into barely literate adults.

In the past 20 years, scholars and educators have considered the possibility that the acquisition of literacy may proceed without acquisition of speech.  Starting with just 2-3 schools for the deaf, many US institutions have established bilingual/bicultural curricula for deaf children to encourage the acquisition of ASL (as a first language) at the same time as written English (as a second language).  This approach has the added benefit of privileging deaf teachers who sign, and who also provide role models of competent adults for deaf children.  The language of instruction in these programs is the local sign language (ASL in the US), rather than spoken (and lipread) English.  Programs that follow this approach assume that deaf children with hearing families will thrive in a deaf cultural environment.  They offer enrichment to the students and their families to aid them in making up for the lack of familiar cultural habits and artifacts at home.

The claim here is not that deaf/Deaf people cannot learn to read.  There are many examples of excellent deaf (and Deaf) readers and writers.  The reason it’s important to include deaf/Deaf people among those who don’t read well is that their most familiar or comfortable language is one without a written tradition, and their ability to function in written English does not match their intelligence, ability to function in the world, or other measures of communicative competence.
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� The typographic convention refers to audiological impairment (lower case) or culturally-linguistically plus audiological impairment (upper case).








