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After repeating the message again I was told that the children would 

likely write about the trip to feed fish and not remember that Mr. 

Evans was there. This is, of course, more grist for the idea that 

these children are presented with a world which is cognitively cap­

tured in a fragmentary yet wholistic way. Thus an overall experience 

is retained (vis., feeding fish) with little retention of details.

Learning discrete English words and learning to read them is

very difficult for these children. According to one teacher:

Language, reading, dictation (spelling) all of these come very 
slowly. You and I have talked about the (repeated) exposure 
to a word that a deaf child has to have. A hearing child is 
getting it two ways, hearing and visually. But a deaf child 
gets it in one way —  visually. So it takes repetition, 
repetition. It takes so much longer for a deaf child so I 
start, very, very slowly.

Deaf children, she said,learn "by doing it over and over." And when

a child finally performs well he is abundantly rewarded, "When they

do something right I praise the stew out of them."

The first days of language consist of wholistic symbols in 

the form of single signs (go, come, sit), acting out ideas (run, 

jump) and pictures combined with written words. Soon one learns the 

picture of one's own name. That is, a student learns his/her name, 

not by looking at a series of letters like T-i-n-a, but by emphasiz­

ing a unitary or wholistic picture of one's name, i.e., a gestalt 

presentation of the name which is printed with green chalk and out­

lined with red as follows:

green-
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At first it is a symbolic world of icons, ideograms, pictures and 

mime —  wholistic presentations of reality. But wholistic reality 

(and cognition) must be dismantled, divided and differentiated. One 

must move cognitively from crude gestures and mime to specific lin­

guistic modalities —  and within these —  from restricted to elabo­

rated codes of communication. In the classroom children must take 

the entire human body and break it into discrete bits and pieces and 

name them. This act constitutes a "mental world, a world of ideas 

and meanings."

The consciousness of deaf children is largely developed by 

sign language, an iconic and.ideographic language. It is not a word- 

based language (and it is not English). It is a language in which 

signs are produced at half the rate of spoken words. While some 

tend to feel sign language is "an abbreviated language" Klima and 

Bellugi (1979:194) hold that "ASL economizes by doing without the 

kinds of grammatical morphemes that English uses; ASL has special 

ways of compacting linguistic information which are very different 

from those of a spoken language like English." Facial expressions 

are used for grammatical purposes and this compacts information. I 

would argue that sign language is on the wholistic (less specific) 

end of the continuum, that fingerspelling (of words) falls on the 

particularistic pole. I suggest that a relationship exists between 

sign language and concrete-mindedness of deaf students (reported by 

all teachers interviewed!). Also it may be related to the
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phenomena of students learning that a Collie is a "dog" but a Chihua­

hua (and all others) is not —  one sign for one object (the "black- 

and-white" character of deaf consciousness) or the girl who marvelled 

at my insistence that a car "door" was also called a "door" (just as 

the "door" we closed in the room).

To illustrate this further, consider the following case of 

two little girls without language. The words to be learned were 

written on the blackboard, walk, run and jump. Words are very diffi­

cult to learn. First a picture of a child walking is shown to the 

girls and the word "walk" is written below the walking child. Next, 

the teacher shows the ideographic sign for walk (the two hands move 

just as one's two feet move during walk —  one.goes up and down again 

and again). Each little girl then traces each letter of w-a-l-k on 

the blackboard with a long pointer. Tina begins to fall asleep but 

the teacher taps her desk aggressively and verbalizes, "Wake up 

Tina!" Finally, each girl is taken by the hand and they must actu­

ally walk with the teacher to and fro across the front of the class­

room. After all this work one thinks of the old adage, "One picture 

is worth a thousand words." By now, however, we feel that one word 

is worth (derives from) a thousand hours of work.

Language functions to facilitate not only a "picture” but 

also an understanding of the social world. A preschool deaf child, 

with no language, is basically unable to understand the world at home, 

its "rules" and expectations. An administrator of the lower school 

gave testimony to this when asked what would happen if there was less
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supervision over the children at school.

If we did that here we would have students ending up dead. We're 
talking about students that don't understand the world, that don't 
understand consequences because of their language. They don't 
have a real picture of cause and effect. They don't understand 
the significance of picking up a piece of pipe and hitting some­
one on the head.

When asked if the children could not learn cause and effect

and consequences of this or that action by watching television (a

visual medium), he replied:

Is TV, uninterpreted, a good picture? Showing people knocking 
each other across rooms? Part of our responsibility is to get 
across to them a good clear understanding of the world. They 
just don't have it. They don't have the moral background . . . 
my opinion is that we find many more amoral deaf, a higher per­
centage, than normally hearing.

I probed, "Why is that the case?"

The primary reason is lack of home training. The normally hear­
ing youngster learns right, wrong from watching what happens 
around home, but more importantly he hears it discussed by hear­
ing people who talk about why he should or should not do 
this . . . Now the deaf kid can see what's happening where he 
lives but he can't discuss it, doesn't really understand it.
He only sees what is apparent from the outside. He doesn't 
understand motivations nor why people do what they do, or the 
punishment they may receive. I believe the primary reason is 
the lack of language . . .

The "lack of home training" mentioned above refers to the impos­

sibility of transmitting much of the "script (culture) to the child.

It is a language-socialization problem. Without language an indi­

vidual attempts to manipulate the social environment by means other 

than formal language (e.g., crying, pouting, pulling, shoving, 

smiling, nodding, etc.).

Language permits one to understand how the physical world is
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socially divided, labeled and objectivated. In a classroom of thir­

teen and fourteen-year-olds a teacher explained the differences be­

tween cities and states by using a large map, 8 by 6 feet in size.

She asked, "What city is largest in the United States?" A student 

answered, "New York." But when the teacher explained that the state 

of New York also had a city named "New York" (NY, NY), the students' 

blank stares indicated a lack of understanding. Afterwards the 

teacher asked, "What is the capital of our state?" No one knew the 

answer and two teenage students signed, "D.C." "No," the teacher

replied, "that's the capital of all the United States." Looking at 

a large map of the United States students wanted to know if there 

were other deaf people in other states and were surprised to learn 

that there were. Somehow, the notion existed that —  for this age 

group at least —  this school and this state housed all deaf people. 

It is as if they ethnocentrically viewed their group as the deaf 

people, similar to other groups who have claimed to be THE PEOPLE.

At this point their relationship to a larger world of deaf people 

mystifies them, indeed for most cannot even be imagined.

In another classroom a teacher taught "the babies," i.e., the 

preschoolers, that the human face is divided into parts —  "eye," 

"nose," "eyebrows," "hair." Each child had to attach discrete facial 

parts (eyes, nose, lips, etc.) onto the outline of a cloth face. A 

few weeks after observing this, two boys, 13, asked me, "What is the 

name of this (pointing to eyelash) . . .  is it 'eye-hair'?" I told
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the boys it was "eyelash." Quickly one guessed (by fingerspelling) 

that the chin was "e-l-b-o-w." He wanted to know if a spot on his 

jaw was his "c-h-e-e-k." I instructed him to raise his finger up 

toward his cheek bone. This illustrates the arbitrary division of 

"cheek" from other portions of the face: where does the cheek begin

and end? It is one more illustration of how a solid, wholistic mass 

(in this case, a face) is divided into bits and pieces by linguistic 

means, agreed upon by some group. For young deaf children with little 

language, such a solid mass can only be roughly divided and under­

stood with didactic pointing gestures. As Cassirer allegedly wrote, 

"Before the intellectual work of conceiving and understanding of 

phenomena can set in, the work of naming must have preceded it, and 

have reached a certain point of elaboration" (cited in Postman and 

Weingartner, 1969:127). The naming process, so painfully absent for 

young deaf children, "transforms the world of sense impression, which 

animals also possess, into a mental world, a world of ideas and 

meanings" (P. 127). For these children, the whole truly is greater 

than the sum of its parts!

The normality of language ability is made salient when one 

observes the isolation and rejection of deaf people who never acquire 

any language. In this society those who learn little English suffer 

too. I asked one teacher why so many (87 percent; see Jacobs, 1974: 

82) deaf people presently have blue collar jobs, given that many do 

graduate from high schools and generally score well on nonverbal IQ 

tests. "It is probably because of the (English) language," she said.
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"That surely plays a big part in it." In short, a group of people 

in this society without normal hearing and without adequate English 

skills generally are assigned to manual not mental work. The stu­

dents at SSD are forced to deal with societal stigma, discrimination, 

and general interaction with others on the basis of their chief 

ascriptive status (deaf). History suggests that they, too, will not 

be able to read and write English well enough to locate many jobs 

other than manual ones. "Unless something drastic is done to change 

the prevailing educational practices," one deaf author warned, "The 

employment picture for deaf people will worsen" (Jacobs, 1974:83). 

There are reasons to believe that "within ten years unemployment 

among deaf workers will be about 70 percent" with the remainder of 

workers occupying "unskilled and menial jobs."

By definition, many will not be "literate" (i.e., able to

read and write). Why is it that way? Why do not deaf students learn

English —  the language of the dominant society? Why do deaf adults

continue to denigrate the use of manual forms of English in schools

and continue to insist that TC or ASL be used in classrooms? Will

these forms of manual language teach English? Rather than asking

"who is to blame?" we ask "What are the major causes?" behind these

choices. Bad homes? Lazy students? The educational system? Blame

the victim (Ryan, 1971) or blame the agency? Or both? One thing we

know, as Benderly (1980:138) stated so well:

The field of deaf education remains one of the great scandals 
and shames of education; and it is the hearing-handicapped, 
burdened by prejudice and bad schooling in addition to their 
disability, who bear the consequences.
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Language Acquisition 

A young preschool teacher believes that deaf children must obtain 

language early:

Most children learn (language) between the ages of one-and-a- 
half and two. We (at SSD) are at a disadvantage. Children 
come in knowing nothing. Can you imagine? A two-year-old 
hearing child may have a vocabulary of two hundred and fifty 
words. Our children come in and do not know they have a label, 
that they are called by a name, that they are Ronnie or Donny.
They don't know that their primary caretaker is called Mama.
They just don’t know the labels for things. They don't know 
that the red thing they just ate is an apple. They know that 
liquid is to drink and food is to eat from past experience 
but they don't know the names for things like that.

But nearly all of them have learned to cope, albeit in some­

times crude ways. Elementary learning theory suggests that they can 

copy those around them to aid their existence. Furthermore, a person 

without language develops nonverbal intelligence —  as in the case of 

Genie, a modern day isolate found at age 13 —  which suggests at 

least some "independence of language from certain aspects of cogni­

tion" (Pines, 1981:34).

Thus they are able to dress themselves, feed themselves, use 

a restroom, and so on. How do they communicate such things without 

use of any language? As one teacher says, "They use a lot of gestures. 

If they want to tell you something they make up their own signs. If 

they want to go to the bathroom they will point or grab somebody by 

the hand, or pull them, or point to themselves (genitals).11 This is 

a significant point. The lower the level of competence of formal 

language (speech or sign), the greater the utility of (1) physical 

communication (pulling, pushing, grabbing one's genitals to signify
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"restroom," etc.) and (2) local, situated neologisms (more accurately,
27"neosigns") whose meanings are inherent to the present context.

Above all other things we should note that deaf children represent 

the incredible proclivity of man to communicate with symbols. Even 

deafness cannot stifle that most human of all characteristics.

The breakthrough

A famous example of associating a thing with the word (or 

symbol) which represents it is found in Helen Keller's "breakthrough" 

at the water pump. Anne Sullivan spelled the word "water" into 

Helen's hand as cool water simultaneously was pumped over it. The 

breakthrough refers to Helen's first comprehension that the finger 

configurations (w-a-t-e-r) referred to the cool nameless liquid she 

felt flowing onto her hand. For the very first time in her life she 

actually understood that everything had a name. She had previously 

developed about sixty homemade signs before the waterpump break­

through (or, as she called it, her "liberation"). She later thought 

of herself without language as "the little being governed only by 

animal impulses, and not often those of a docile beast" (Keller,

1902). Before language came, she was to write of her social and 

symbolic isolation: "There was no sense of natural bonds with

humanity" (p. 37). By her own stirring account the waterpump miracle 

was the time and place where Helen crossed the bridge from nothing­

ness to the shores of comprehension. Her tutor Anne Sullivan wrote: 

"At the well-house, nothingness vanished, but (she was) not in the
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real world yet. She did not reflect or try to describe things to 

herself . . . she remembered the words and only used them when appro­

priate" (p. 42). Immediately Helen wanted to know the names of 

other things. She had moved into the world of symbols and referents, 

into the universe of mankind. That day at the well-house she "sud­

denly felt a misty consciousness as of something forgotten, a thrill 

of returning thought . . . the mystery of language was revealed to 

me . . . everything had a name, and each name gave birth to a new 

thought" (p. 36). Indeed one wonders about the labeling of objects 

and events and the "birth of thought" nexus.

Do similar "breakthroughs" occur at SSD? An administrator 

believes that one particular teacher continues (after more than 25 

years) to teach languageless deaf children for the reward of seeing 

them "suddenly say, 'Ah-h-h-h-h-h-h' when they first understand, when 

they transfer images to symbols." That breakthrough, he said, will 

"make the hair stand up on your neck."

Another preschool teacher described the "awakening" or the

"breakthrough" experience this way:

Before the breakthrough, the children imitate what you say or if 
you talk to them they will shake their head like they understand 
and they really don't. And you can tell they don't understand 
by asking them to do something and they stand there motionless 
or they do something else that you did not ask them to do. They 
are really happy when they are able to respond correctly.

Usually this is a gradual and not a traumatic experience. In fact,

the teacher may not be aware of its occurrence, at least at the

moment.
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The first time they learn a new color, the first time you show 
them a color, 'this is red,' and then they tell you everything 
that is red in the room —  they have grabbed the connection 
that this sign is associated with a certain color. That is a 
breakthrough right there!

Although some deaf children enter SSD with no language, 

similar to but not quite "blank slates," they nevertheless acquire 

language in much the same way a hearing child does. A child can 

understand words or phrases (such as "go and get your shoes") before 

he can repeat them back to an audience. At SSD a deaf child is able 

to do that by the end of the first year. They will be able to sign 

something very simple like "Jan fell," or "eat now?" which means 

"are we going to eat now?"

How does a preschool teacher begin teaching language to a

languageless deaf child? One teacher spoke of her techniques for

accomplishing communication:

In the beginning of the year I don't use straight English, I 
use anything at first. I am not that concerned with using 
straight English at first, but certainly towards the middle 
of the year or at least at the end of the year I am using 
straight English all the time. They are understanding it 
by that time.

Sometimes, if a child does not understand "straight English" 

she tries "to get the concept across to them any way I can." ASL, 

it will be remembered, is a concept-based and not a word-based lan­

guage. In contrast, signed English attempts to use one sign for each 

equivalent English word. First of all, then, languageless children 

receive global gestures and not (signed) English: "When they come

in as babies, the first few days (I use) gestures. I wouldn't
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attempt to say to a child, 'Sit up there in the blue chair."' Would 

you say, "Blue chair?" I asked. "Yes, or just 'Sit' and point to 

the chair or push them down" into the chair. The main point here is 

that normal hearing children are at the "single-word stage" by the 

early age of 12 to 15 months. In contrast, these deaf children at 

ages A, 5 or even 7 start out in these classrooms at the single­

word stage (or less). Obviously the teacher's task is a challenging 

and difficult one.

One day I watched a preschool teacher show a little girl her 

newly created name sign (which was not really a standardized sign but 

merely an initial, "M", on the right cheek —  an arbitrary sign which 

could just as easily have other meanings assigned to it. It is de­

finitely local and situated). Next, the teacher signed M on the 

right cheek and said, "raise your right hand when your name is call­

ed." At this stage physicality is the norm. So the TA (teacher's 

aide) literally lifted the child's hand when the teacher made her 

name sign (M on the right cheek). This little girl does not under­

stand at all that she is the referent of the symbol, M on the cheek, 

although in time she will lift her hand when she sees that signal. 

Occasionally, the teacher or the TA actually shaped a child's hand 

into some sign, or even manipulated her arms when it was time to 

respond to certain signs.

It is interesting that many of the first signs learned by 

these language deprived children are negative. In one class, I was 

rapidly writing down (in shorthand) observations. While writing and
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listening I heard both teacher and TA very frequently telling stu­

dents, "Mistake!" "Is that the way to spell your name? Mistake!"

An eight-year-old boy without language who entered SSD late this 

year parroted to the teacher, "Mistake" when he dropped a book. The 

friendly teacher told the researcher: "That is the first sign they

learn, mistake. The second sign they learn is bad." The TA, a hear­

ing woman, added, "Mistake was the first sign I learned myself." In 

another classroom a different teacher threatened a sleepy and in­

attentive child: "This is where they learn 'no' and 'mistake' and

these are some of the first signs they learn." Two nights later a 

nurse in the infirmary criticized this negative introduction to lan­

guage: "These kids learn 'no,' or 'wrong,' or 'mistake' before they

learn anything else!"

In the preschool classroom some positive signs used during

the first days of school included "sit," "good," "same." But "mis­

take" is a key sign in this first classroom too. One morning in this

classroom, when activities seemed calm and relaxed, the teacher 

explained to me that "play," "restroom" (signed RR) and "eat" are 

also among the first things they learn. One important observation 

is that, for these late-comers to the symbolic universe, first signs 

are often one-sign statements and tend to be dichotomous pairs like 

"yes-no," "good-bad," "right-raistake." Many teachers used "mistake" 

very, very frequently (when one plays, talks out of turn or makes an 

error in a lesson). Thus, the very first language for four or five- 

year-olds is baby language (or more nearly a binary type of negative



167

baby language).

Other first signs used with near or full languageless 

children during the first three or four weeks of school are "open," 

"yellow," "red" and other colors. On Friday mornings these children 

are taken to a restaurant in Doubletown to experience off-campus.

Once inside, lined up and excited, two little girls in their second 

week of school (and language) used a single sign to denote whether 

they wanted "brown" or "white" ice cream. Thus began the long human 

process of dissecting reality —  in this case dividing the world of 

ice cream not into flavors, but colors (colors are more concrete than 

"flavor"). On this happy day of the school week teachers eat sand­

wiches, potato chips, drink cokes and smoke cigarettes. Nearby four- 

to-the-booth, excited students lick and slurp "brown" and "white."

A little girl rested her "brown" cone on the table. Quickly her 

teacher signed, "Mistake!" Just outside a large plate glass window 

flows clear, cold mountain water down a creek whose banks are lined 

with thick green grass. One little girl giggled and licked her 

"white." Suddenly she signed "Duck!" (thumb and index-plus-middle 

finger at lips closing, opening). Soon six or more ducks came into 

view and Tina's mouth gaped wider and wider "ahhh!" eyes popping 

while pointing. This was the real world, a learning laboratory 

where objects and events could be associated with signs in a 

"natural" (unrehearsed) way.

A high school teacher told of a teaching-learning experience 

with a class of 8th and 9th graders. In that class she taught the
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English word "clinging" by acting out and pantomiming the concept 

showing, for example, how a child might cling to its mother. After­

wards her students were "amazed" and said over and over, "Oh, that's 

what you call it." Then they repeatedly spelled with their fingers 

c-l-i-n-g. Again, the necessity to become very physical and mimetic 

(to act out, to portray, to dramatize, to picture a concept) is a 

common mode of symbol development for deaf children. Another techni­

que of teaching language, that of unscrambling words into their cor­

rect syntax, often produces great excitement for students causing 

"their faces to light up."

Prelangauge activities 
in the classroom

Most children do not begin in the preschool because pre­

schoolers are very young children who live at home (day students).

In fact SSD does not admit children to the dorms until they are five 

years old. At the beginning of the 1981-82 school year, the pre­

school class consisted of only three students, two girls, ages two- 

and one-half and three and one-half, and one boy "Solo Boy," age 

four. I labeled him "Solo Boy" because he spent his first week in 

the infirmary with a skin disease. He was alone without language, 

with no understanding of why he resided in that strange place filled 

with white-coated women. He did not know where his parents were nor 

why they left him. Not one face was familiar to him at a school and 

a town which had no names. That is, he had no idea he was in an "in­

firmary" or at a "school" since he possessed no signs or words for
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these places. He was "solo."

In a preschool situation children are not ready for a 

structured school situation, instead they engage in readiness skills 

"with emphasis on language." Many of prereading activities consist 

of learning visual and motor skills. For example, a child is asked 

to look at a picture and indicate what is missing; there is eye- 

hand coordination work. Motor skills include learning to run, hop, 

bounce a ball and to manipulate a pencil. Moreover, classroom 

activities include mixing shapes and colors in lieu of "always em­

phasizing language." Yet these very activities provide an opportunity 

for introducing language since one can talk about colors, objects, 

and concepts like size: "That's too big" or "too little," Meanwhile,

directions are bing given and learned. As a teacher told me, "When 

they get into reading programs they will already have the idea to 

work left to right." She estimates that by the end of the first 

year the preschoolers would know "well over one hundred signs and 

will be able to use short phrases." (Unlike these languageless 

children it would be much easier, of course, for a person with a 

"native" language to learn a second language. At SSD, for example, 

a deaf girl, 16, who had previously attended an oral school was able 

to learn 200 signs in one day.)

Artificial processes and 
experiential deprivation

Teachers in the lower and preschools complained that a class­

room is an "artificially structured situation." They believe that a
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more natural way is needed to teach language to deaf students. This

opinion first surfaced when I asked, "What is your most recurring

problem as a teacher?" One teacher promptly replied:

Sometimes I get frustrated because I am not able to teach them 
naturally . . .  I have thought if I could just take this child 
home with me and talk to him all the time. There are so many 
daily exercises you live through like the feeding and the dress­
ing and going to the store . . . that would provide such a 
better basis for learning language than it is to be in a class­
room eight hours a day and try and create (natural experiences).

When pressed to elucidate the "artificial" character of this late 

language acquisition situation, it was clear she meant mundane, 

everyday experiences of home and family life were absent. To put 

it another way objects at school are named (signed) and labels are 

taught to children in a non-utilitarian context (this is a . . . and 

this is a . . . etc.). The classroom was viewed as a place of con­

trived events and experiences:

Well, I mean you always have to invent activities. You just 
don't sit down and teach them colors and words. I mean I try 
to avoid that and it is very hard to sit down and teach them 
the word apple because you are not giving them a way to use 
it. It's better if you can teach them in some other way like 
cutting up an apple and eating an apple.

The best and most natural thing for these students she argued, is 

"their parents" because they could teach language in natural, every­

day interactions. This notion of language acquisition stands in 

sharp contrast to students learning a long list of opaque words in 

a sterile classroom which has few uncontrived objects to aid vocabu­

lary acquisition. In short, the already amorphous symbolic world 

remains difficult for the deaf child to grasp in a classroom. As a



171

case in point, I observed Solo Boy trying to place a yellow wooden 

block beside a second one of the same color. When he chose the wrong 

color, the teacher signed, "Where is a yellow one?" But his atten­

tion span was so short that he quickly lost interest in the activity. 

Here is a boy with no labels for colors and a teacher trying to capti­

vate his mind long enough to convey various color concepts. Obvious­

ly, the process is far more difficult for Solo Boy than for a hearing 

child who had been told long ago about the yellow ball, the yellow 

canary, the yellow car, etc.

In a classroom of students one year older than preschoolers, 

the teacher believes that language (signs and English) enables stu­

dents to put their thoughts into "actuality" or "reality" or as some 

say "to nail their thoughts down." Although SSD is trying to give 

its children grammatical tools, "the deaf are sadly lacking in lan­

guage experience."

"Experience" is a key term which recurs often in discussions. 

That's why the concept "experiential deprivation" seems useful in this 

analysis since deaf children are literally deprived of symbolic experi­

ences —  and these are the most significant experiences —  with other 

human beings. Two kinds of experiential deprivation are mentioned:

(1) deprivation of language experience and (2) deprivation of normal 

interaction with family members, playmates, neighbors, etc. Depriva­

tion of diverse symbolic experiences, such as simply going to a store 

with a parent and exchanging ideas via symbols, is another problem. 

These children have physically been to a store with parents but little
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was symbolically learned. For example, in numerous trips to a store,

they might learn the names of few or no objects because the single

most important form of interaction is missing —  symbolic interaction.

One parent at SSD was all too aware of this need:

Another way parents can help (a child) a lot (to learn language) 
is to take the child with them everywhere they can. Expose them
to the world! Don't keep them home and isolated . . .  be
ashamed of them as a lot of people are.

An experienced teacher poignantly told how young deaf 

children are out of touch with the world of symbols. In that condi­

tion she sees how they are deprived of the massive flow of human 

knowledge which in effect, leaves them outside the substantive world

of homo sapiens ("wise man"), the symbol maker and user:

I can't talk to these children like you would the average six- 
year-old hearing child about the man on the moon when all that 
happened. These children can't relate to it. You have to start 
language at a level they can build from. I can't tell them 
about the astronauts, something about mother and daddy talking 
about the Lybians and how the Americans shot down an airplane. . . 
A deaf child has to experience something (emphasis added).

There is so much for a child to learn and language facilitates 

that humanizing process. With language exposed objects and events 

are given meaning. Therefore, it is not sufficient for a child to 

merely "experience something" —  he must experience something symboli­

cally. "Something" must have labels and meaning for the mind to 

develop fully. An insightful teacher associated language and behavior 

as problematic for deaf children:

When a hearing person starts to school we have a vocabulary. We 
learn from other people. And we learn how to be tactful automati­
cally. Nobody teaches us, no one sits down and tells us how to 
be tactful. We just learn it. The deaf have missed this
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experience. No one taught us to be tactful. Not every word 
was taught to us individually as it is for the deaf (emphasis 
added).

Normal hearing children begin to acquire language on the

first day of life as they hear rhythms and intonations of human

voices. In contrast, two girls, five years old at SSD had "almost

finished their formative years" without any language at all. They

were said to be "culturally deprived." Laments their teacher:

How am I going to breach that gap? It is going to take me 
weeks just to get by the sense training. I should be 
starting language and reading but I can't until I get this 
idea over to them. You don't jump from first grade to third 
grade in school. You go through a natural process . . . 
here it is sense training and then into academics.

The much abused concept, "cultural deprivation," seems very 

appropriate for deaf children deprived of language because language 

is the principle vehicle upon which culture passes from parent to 

child, from one generation to another. Certainly, the language pro­

blem of the deaf is a culture problem. Without language one's world 

consists of so many physical objects devoid of meaning. The deaf 

child is deprived, then, of experiencing pervasive definitions of the 

world at large which have been created by his group.

In a language-deprived situation, one can expect poor reading 

ability. Some administrators at SSD were defensive and protective 

when asked about this. They claim in a relativistic way that deaf 

students read nearly as well as hearing graduates who also read 

poorly:
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I'm not sure it's (deaf reading skills) that much lower. It is 
somewhat (lower) but when you think about the language deficit, 
that their real first grade work is at least two years behind 
the average hearing youngster, that makes good sense. They're 
just behind to start out with and the only way to compensate 
for that is to identify every deaf child when they're age one 
and give them preschool training. Then so far as I'm concerned 
they'd learn the same.

What kind of students make it through the system learning 

English very well? "Those with hearing," was the quick reply of an 

administrator. Some residual hearing, he believes, is the "primary 

variable" in learning English. A simple and helpful proposition may 

be stated in the following way: "The greater one's residual hearing 

the less one's cultural and symbolic deprivation." Especially is 

this true at the family level of group life. Of course, we must 

remember that DD's (deaf children of deaf parents) acquire language 

early and are not so deprived as DH's (deaf children of hearing 

parents).

English and Sign Language: Communication of
Meaning by Discrete Words Versus 

Communication of Meaning by 
Ideograms

This section of the study examines differences between sign 

language and English, an issue introduced in the previous section.

It seems axiomatic that some languages are more limited than others 

in terms of scope and breadth. For example, some languages of the 

Far East are not adequate to deal with scientific ideas formulated 

with a Western world language. Similarly at SSD sign language may 

work very well in that particular social world, with its parameters
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clearly defined; in Schutz's term, its "life world" is known. But 

in stepping off the SSD campus into a more urban, technological 

world {just beyond the limits of the school), the language may no 

longer work well. Language is a situated phenomenon, hence its 

sociolinguistic peculiarities. For the deaf, the development of sign 

language gives credence to the idea that man is, above all, a lan- 

guaging creature and that even deafness cannot stifle this most 

human of all characteristics.

Of course there is also a relationship between thought and 

language. Here advanced thought is treated as dependent upon lan­

guage. Different languages, then, give rise to different conceptions 

of the world. As Kando observes,

Different languages are different ways of categorizing and hence 
perceiving the world. Aristotelian logic is largely a formali­
zation of Greek grammar, and it is primarily analytical and 
characterized by the assumption that substance always underlies 
appearance, thing always precedes activity . . . Quite different 
is Chinese logic which emphasized the relational significance 
of phenomena, their mutual implication or inherence (Kando, 
1977:146).

If this is strictly interpreted, then, abstraction depends 

on language. Some languages allow more abstraction than others.

Thus the users of different languages have entirely different worlds 

open to them. And within any given language, the greater the ability 

to use the language the greater is one's ability to use abstractions.

Sign language is unique because it is a visual-physical lan­

guage —  it must be seen. It is not English "in the air" i.e., ASL 

is not merely the transmission of ideas with English in a visual
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channel. Although other sign language systems may be based on 

English-and use English grammar and syntax, ASL is an independent 

language of its own. It has its own rules for being understandable. 

As one teacher said of SSD students, "They have a language of their 

own, a pattern, it seems to me from my observation. I don’t know.

I can’t describe it . . . their sentence structure is not what you 

would call standard English." ASL's conversational quality is only 

understandable in the conversational context. It is literally a form 

of situated meaning. Unlike words, iconic signs do have a relation­

ship to their referents (signs often resemble referents). Without 

a sense of hearing it is often necessary to touch or tap in order to 

direct one's attention, to communicate. Again, this illustrates 

ASL's physical quality.

In one classroom, a teacher lifts a child's hand to stop his 

writing. With her hand she directs the child's attention from his 

paper toward the blackboard. The child must gaze at the board then 

back at the teacher's hand; he follows her head movements and his 

head turns when her head turns (from the paper on the table to the 

work on the "bonus" board). On a three hour bus trip home with a 

load of students, I was once again strongly impressed with how signi­

ficant facial expressions are in human communication. One observes 

deaf children who pucker, distort, exaggerate, stretch and shake 

their faces, heads and bodies; movements of face, eyes, eyebrows, 

lips, arms, shoulders, knees give meaning not in words but in ideas. 

This necessity of physical dexterity makes ASL a whole style of
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communication which is only understandable by being observed,

Visual-Gestural Language: Hand to
Eye Talk (a Public Language)

Sight and hearing are the "distance-senses" for human beings. 

With frontal, overlapping vision man can see half of his frontal sur­

roundings (180 degree peripheral vision). Hearing, however, is 360 

degrees; you can hear what you cannot see. Deaf persons do not 

have this access to the world. At SSD I watched a girl attempt to 

"call" a boy who sat in front of her by fanning his back with a book. 

Other vibrations, such as banging on the desk, are also used to 

"call" another. If one person is "calling" another across the room 

(waving, banging, etc.), two or three nearby students will pass along 

the call. Three other people may aid the first hand-flagger. The 

value of hearing is especially evident when one realizes that the 

deaf can only "hear" where they can see —  to the front.

Tube-like, visual-gestural communication is restricted in its 

field of receptive communication. In high school one student showed 

off his newly acquired driver's license and I observed the difficulty 

of communication (and learning) as a group of peers gathered around, 

some of them unable to literally see the discussion. Hearing people, 

like sponges, soak up much new data by overhearing others (behind 

them, beside them, over them). Three students were all making signs 

and attempting to get the attention of the licensee. For hearing 

people the analogy would have been a shouting match. Another example


