Bi-lingual Teaching Points for Teachers of Deaf Children 

(originally intended for Thai teachers, now for WFD)

Summarized by Dr. Barbara Earth
1. Deaf Education has a social justice goal. In modern age, group identity and ‘recognition of difference’ are sought by many minority groups.1 Deaf people worldwide are claiming their identity as Deaf people with their own culture and language. Bilingual/ bicultural education is partly the result of this new perspective on social justice.2
2. More and more it is recognized that every deaf child, whatever his/her level of deafness, has the right to grow up bilingual. By knowing and using both the signed language of Deaf people and the national language of hearing people, the child will attain his/her full cognitive, linguistic and social capabilities. A deaf child should be exposed to a natural signed language as early as possible because s/he has full access to it through vision. The child will also learn the national language so that s/he can participate in the larger culture of which s/he is also a member.3
3. Though Deaf people have always had language, models of deaf education did not respect natural signed languages until recently. By not respecting the natural signed language, educators revealed they did not respect Deaf people. They tried to make deaf children the same as hearing children, when in fact they are different—not less—just different. Deaf children received a poor education and often could not read or write. This has happened around the world.

4. Deaf education must reform itself so that Deaf children have optimum learning opportunity. Schools, not only in Thailand, but also in the U.S. and many other countries are adopting a bilingual approach to education. New research can guide how to reform deaf education.  

5. In the past, it was thought that a spoken language like Thai or English had to be learned through understanding the sounds of the language.4 That is why oralism was used in deaf education. It was thought that a signed language would interfere with reading development. That idea was wrong. Now many studies show that signed language ability is correlated with reading ability.5,6,7,8,9,10 That’s right—many US studies show that the more fluent deaf children are in ASL, the higher their literacy skills in English. Why is that?  

6. It is necessary to have a first language (L1) before one can learn to read and write in a second language (L2).6 People think in their first language. Having a language is the optimal way we can learn. Therefore the stronger the L1, the better basis we have for developing new language and literacy skills.5,7,8,9 L1 should be acquired in a natural way starting at birth from interaction with skilled users of that language.11 Ideally, this exposure occurs at home but in the case of many Deaf children from hearing families, the exposure begins at school.

7. Deaf children with signing Deaf parents acquire a signed language naturally in the home just like hearing babies acquire a spoken language from their hearing parents. The only difference is that a signed language is visual and spatial. Deaf children born into hearing families often are deprived of language exposure because their parents don’t know sign. More and more hearing parents are learning a signed language so that they can help their deaf babies develop sign  language early. Thailand has a project to involve members of the Deaf community to meet deaf children and support them learning TSL before they go to school—it is very important to reach deaf children early and give them a natural signed language.

8. Studies of Deaf families in the US show that signing Deaf children are introduced to English at a very young age. By the age of 2, children are attempting to copy fingerspelled words they have seen their parents use.  At first they just copy hand shapes; later it will be easy to teach them the connection between fingerspelling and print. 12,13  

9. In many Deaf families, story signing provides an early introduction to bilingual instruction. When parents sign a story for their children, children understand that there is meaning in print. These children are already aware of English by the time they start school. They already know that books are a source of great enjoyment and information. They are ready to start learning to read.

10.   Some families are not able to provide adequate language exposure for their deaf child. This is a tragedy because our earliest years are the most important for acquiring language. Early language development is the foundation for all our future learning. When deaf children arrive at school without a language, schools must provide the foundation that is lacking: native signers must model a signed language for the child. Schools must provide an abundant, rich and consistent use of a natural signed language.  

11. Studies have compared the practices of skilled signing teachers with those who are not skilled in sign.  These studies found that the unskilled teachers, (often the teachers without fluent sign language were hearing) had these patterns:14
· They tended to focus on deaf children’s speech accuracy and auditory awareness more than on meaningful and connected conversation. They tended to control the discourse rather than letting it flow naturally.14
· Their conversational complexity did not increase with the age of the students.14
· They often started signing before all the children were paying attention.14
· Their eye gaze patterns were often confusing to the children.14
· They asked simple questions of the children that cut short the interactions, rather than encouraging children to engage in dialogue.14
· They often had problems in story signing because they could not shift characters effectively (role shift). If children cannot follow their teacher’s story signing, they may not be able to read the story on their own.15
12. Teachers who are not skilled in sign language have problems teaching deaf children-- why? They are not used to a visual orientation and a visual style of teaching.  They are not native users of sign language.  Imagine if something similar happened with hearing students……What if a group of American or Japanese or French teachers studied Thai language for one year, then began teaching all Thai children in Thai schools?  It would not work !! The teachers know their subject but cannot communicate with the students. The educational process collapses. 

13. In many countries, hearing educators have attempted to use manually coded forms of spoken language in an attempt to make the national language more accessible to deaf children. This has been called sign supported speech or sim com—the teacher speaks while signing. These invented systems have not resulted in greater literacy skills. Now these artificial codes are criticized for violating the grammatical rules of natural signed languages.16 The spoken component is not accessible to many deaf children. Using these codes in deaf education is no longer recommended.  Better—what? A natural signed language used by a community of Deaf people that is fully accessible and enjoyable for deaf children.

14. What do good teachers do?  They must be fluent in sign language so that they can:

· Engage in everyday talk. Deaf children need to engage in normal conversation to build their sign language skills and knowledge of the world.14
· Help children develop their visual/attentional coordination so they can engage with learning.14
· Adopt a dialogic inquiry approach—ask children questions to get them to think and express themselves.14 

· Respond to what children are showing interest in.14
· Use more complex language as children develop.14
· Model what it means to be Deaf.14 
· Model how to interact effectively with hearing people as a bicultural person.14
15. Not only Deaf teachers; hearing teachers can also develop the language skills needed to communicate with and teach deaf children. Thailand and other countries are using team teaching to ensure good communication with students so that they can learn best.  Later, more hearing teachers will be fluent signers.

16.  A natural signed language should be used to teach reading. At least two things are necessary for students to be able to understand what they are reading: 1) word recognition; and 2) linguistic comprehension, that is the ability to understand the whole text because they know the structure of the language. These two skills are multiplicative— we must have both to be able to read.5 

What strategies do skilled signing teachers use in teaching deaf children to read? 

1) How to teach word recognition between sign language and print: 

· In signing stories to young children, use rich sign language, sit at child’s level, and produce small signs near or on the book to visibly connect a picture or word to sign concepts.14
· Use “sandwiching” —a target word is signed, fingerspelled, signed again, and related to print to show the relationship among these language elements.11
· Use “chaining”---point to object, sign, fingerspell, write word on board. Show the children that these all represent the same thing.

· Repeat “sandwiching” and “chaining” so that children can mentally practice the link again.10
· Guide children to practice fingerspelling and printing target words. Have them explain the meaning in sign.

· Use “scaffolding”—for example, for child to understand what is written in book or on blackboard, teacher explains part of the meaning, provides cues, or probes further so that student can reach a full understanding. 
· Read texts with children by translating them into sign language. Answer their questions about the text using sign language to explain the form and meaning. In this way, children can compare the two languages.17
· Teach children to match manual signs to words in the story.19
2) How to teach linguistic comprehension:

· Contrast how TSL and Thai language are different.

· Teach students the rules, structures and principles of both languages, not just words and phrases.18
· Teach children not to translate every word on the page, but to read for overall meaning.10,17
 3.  For practicing reading:

· Sign a story book with the children focusing on target words. Each child has a copy of the story book to read, re-tell and dramatize. Practice fingerspelling and printing the target words.19
· Use DVD with captions to show a story. Children watch the story, discover words and look them up in the dictionary. They can discuss the story in groups and write about what happened.
17. Writing should be for purposes of communication, including: 

· providing information 

· seeking assistance

· instructing others

· maintaining social relationships.19 

Rote copying of text does not teach comprehension of the text. 

For teaching writing, teachers can:  

· Present an idea or a character (such as an elephant) to small groups of children and have them imagine, discuss and write stories together. 

· Children can write letters to friends, family or pen pals. 

· Writing is an exciting way to express themselves.

· Later they need to know the different genres of writing: narrative vs. expository.21 

18. This paper describes new ways of teaching using bilingual and bicultural model. No country has all the resources in place for fully using a bilingual model with deaf children. But the bilingual approach can be developed even if optimal conditions are not present yet. The main hurdle is to change attitudes toward natural signed languages and embrace them for the success of deaf children. Both signed and written languages are respected equally.21  Teachers, both hearing and Deaf, must struggle against the false concepts that have been given to them through official curriculum, history and their own unexamined beliefs.22  A bilingual bicultural education for Deaf children is a matter of social justice. 
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