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TEACHING THE DEAF ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE

- POLISH EXPERIENCES

Teaching the deaf a foreign language does not have a long tradition in Poland. Ministry of Education in 2001 it issued a decree that stated that all the deaf and hard of hearing pupils should be taught a foreign language. Before that date the hearing impaired pupils were seen as unable to learn foreign languages and released from the foreign language classes. Only in some schools for the deaf students were taught foreign languages on voluntary basis. 

The author of these paper started her teaching career as a teacher of English for the deaf in 1998 and since then has been continuing her work, both as a lecturer of English for the deaf university students and a researcher on this field. The following paper summarises her major experiences and theoretical research results.

Hearing impairment creates an additional obstruction in the process of acquiring a new language. It is especially difficult in the situation when the level of mutual understanding of the signals transmitted via visual or aural way between the pupil and the teacher is not a very high one. It commonly happens when a teacher does not know sign language well enough or speaks in such a way as to make it impossible for the deaf child to lip-read the words. Such episodes give rise to a situation when the teachers doubt whether the deaf and hard of hearing pupils are skilful enough to learn a foreign language at all, presuming that the pupils failure stems from his or her intellectual, cognitive disability rather than from difficulties in the language reception.

Taking into account both the contemporary psycholinguistic knowledge and the accounts about successful attempts of teaching foreign language to the deaf, it must be stressed that there are no psychological or methodological obstruction to teaching foreign language to the deaf. Even more, there is no need to create a special methodology of language acquisition by this group of pupils. Surdoglottodidactics
 does not differ from a classical foreign language learning methodology neither as far as the approach nor as far as the method of teaching is concerned. Creating a special methodology would mean creating a special “language ghetto”. We try to do the opposite: foreign language learning is a tool to open the deaf peoples’ minds, to give them a tool to communicate with others, to provide access to different sources of information (e.g. Internet). 

While teaching the deaf a teacher can use the approach which he or she think most suitable: be it communicative approach, humanistic approach, self-directed learning approach or Total Physical Response, just to name a few most common ones (Harmer 1991). The methods of teaching (understood as a way of selection and portioning the material to be thought into didactics units and individual lessons), are also not different from these used in a regular classroom. They depend on a teacher' intuition or style of work, and are usually based on the approach chosen by a teacher. The only things which are different are the techniques of teaching, understood as the teacher's and the pupil's activities during a lesson. During a lesson we use textbooks and class equipment similar to these used in the classes for the hearing students. Generally the techniques used in a classroom should be modified according to the abilities and disabilities of a particular deaf child, that is why the ideal solution seem be to work with the pupils individually. Teaching the deaf, a teacher must know a special way of communicating with his or her deaf pupils, bring special prompts to make the clues for learning visible, use writing as a way of communication more often, be careful about his or her position in a classroom, speak more clearly than usual, etc. (Domagała - Zyśk 2003a, 2003b, 2003c)

Teaching the deaf for six years now I feel like being able to make some statements about teaching a foreign language to the deaf. The principles can be divided into general and detailed ones. The general principles are all these which should be obeyed while working with deaf pupils. The particular principles say about how to teach a foreign language to the deaf. A lot of general principles of good communication with the deaf are mentioned in literature (comp. e.g. Krakowiak 1999). The most important ones are listed below.

As the first principle attention should be mentioned. Looking at the pupil carefully and listening to everything he or she communicates (both verbally and non-verbally, by gestures, mimics, signs) enables the teacher to monitor the pupils way of perceiving and understanding the material. At the same time it is a way of registering immediately the moment the pupil loses their way through the English grammar path and give them a helpful hand. Paying attention to all the pupils' attempts to communicate enables the teacher to notice a moment when a pupil is able to take his or her turn, show his or her understanding of the problem. It creates a situation when the pupils activity may be immediately fully appreciated by the teacher which in turn motivates the pupil to be even more active in future. Teachers of the deaf sometimes complain that the pupils are rather passive, however, for me it seems to be a stereotype: among the deaf, like in a general population of pupils, are both active and passive students. Majority of the deaf pupils are eager to take part in a lesson, they want to play roles, give their own example sentences, read and translate. They know the importance of language well: their disability is a language disability. They know that the aim of language learning is to be able to communicate by using it one's needs, emotions, experiences. It should be noted here that almost all deaf students have learnt a second language so far: being born in a deaf family they have learnt their national language as their second one, being a child of hearing parents they usually must have learnt sign language at school.

It is important for the teacher to be aware of the influence on the student both of his or her verbal and non-verbal reactions. The way of speaking should be rather calm, but at the same time not missing the emotionality and engagement of the speaker. The teacher should speak not to quickly, but without making the speech flow too slow and unnatural. All the vowels and consonants should be pronounced naturally, without exaggeration, as it disturbs perception rather than facilitates it. The teacher must take into account that the students are absolutely aware of all the signs and gestures the teacher performs. As they communicates in sign language, each gesture, even the smallest one, may transmit a message for them, so a teacher should avoid exaggerated gesticulation, making too many gestures, even the unconscious ones like touching glasses, "brushing" hair, etc.

External conditions of teaching also influence the process of learning. A teacher should stay or sit in a place easily visible by a pupil, his or her face and hands must be well lit, the teacher should address the students only if the student is in front of the teacher. Our experience (comp. Domagała - Zyśk 2001b, 2001c, Domagała - Zyśk 2003a, 2003b, 2003c) tells us that the groups should not be bigger than three: only then the teacher is able to monitor the students' work precisely. This postulate creates of course a financial question, and our answer is as following: in order to learn foreign language deaf student do not need any expensive equipment, like automatic or electrical wheel-chairs, Braile's software, etc. They need more time and more individual treatment, that is why they should learn in small groups and during individual classes.    

The next detailed principle would be to let the student be active, expecting the student's engagement and encouraging him or her to it. It is very important for the student to be aware that English can be useful, even for the deaf. During the classes it is advisable to propose such kind of activities which would engage student personally: describing their own hobbies or interests, playing the roles of a shop assistant or a customer they feel they can use language. It is especially important for Polish deaf students: almost every teenager in Poland learn English; speaking it is a synonym of being well-prepared for taking an interesting job position, being prepared to travel and work abroad etc. Just to give one example: one deaf student of mine went abroad and got lost somewhere in Spain. She asked for the nearest bus stop and received help. After coming back she was really motivated to learn English, as she felt its usefulness. I presume she must have used not more then several English words to be understood, let's say: excuse me, bus stop??  Saying the same in Polish (Przepraszam, przystanek autobusowy??) she would not have a chance to be understood. Students are also really engaged writing letters to their nearest persons, or describing these things which really engage them emotionally (e.g. their young brother's school problems, last good or bad mark at school, holiday plans or memories). Psychologists say that we better remember and quicker learn things we experience emotionally, not cognitively only, that is why such topics help the students to learn English more effectively. On the other hand it gives the teacher the opportunity to get to know the students better and prepare for them exciting additional tasks, it also deepens the interpersonal relationship between the student and the teacher.

I would also like to stress that it is very important to teach the students all the aspects of a new language: during the classes it is advisable to exercise both  reading and listening (as  far as it is possible), writing and speaking. It is essential to teach not only the written form of the language, but also the spoken language to some extent. None of my students would ever speak the RP form of English, I am aware of it. On the other hand I am convinced we do not have any right to stop anybody speak any language, even if he or she stammers or has some other speech problems. That is why I encourage my students to speak English, hoping one day they may speak similarly to their deaf English peers.

Thinking about the aim of teaching a foreign language to the deaf the teacher should have a much wider perspective than only achieving a certain level of language skills. Learning foreign language for a deaf person is sometimes a means of creating one’s own attitude to learning in general. On the other hand during the lessons we do not only obtain some information but also develop our personality.  It is very important to be aware of the fact that foreign language learning has also a therapeutic value, as it compensates the state of deprivation experienced by our pupils. Hearing impairment is first of all a language impairment that is why each English language lesson is first of all a language lesson, it creates an occasion to learn something about a nature of language in general. Deaf students, even after several years of learning, usually have some problems with using their national language perfectly, even being almost adults they make mistakes. While learning a new language they revise grammar (e.g. the names and functions of the different parts of the speech), become more aware of creating some basic structures, have the chance to compare their language and the newly learnt language. At the first stages Polish students often conclude: English is easier than Polish. There seem to be a grain of truth in it: Polish inflection, all the exceptions from the rules make it for the deaf almost impossible to use Polish language correctly. English is more predictable for them, so at the beginning they feel better at it. I try to communicate with my students in English and I must admit that their sms'es or e-mails in English are sometimes more correct that their Polish ones. I also remember one lesson, when we did the second conditional. Just after giving the rules of creating the sentences I asked a student of mine to give me his own example of the second conditional and I received a sentence: If I were a monk I would live on an uninhabited island, I would swim in a sea and I would play with exotic animals. I am almost sure that even now he would add some improper suffixes to the Polish version of it. It is worthy to add that during foreign language lessons the students enlarge their general knowledge and also get some new vocabulary, learn synonyms and antonyms of the words. It sometimes happens that I give them the Polish translation of a word and I am asked to explain what the Polish word mean, the examples I remember may be as following: chauffeur, manor, spa, bossy, and a lot of others. 

The aim of foreign language teaching for the deaf is to learn the language on such a level so as to treat it as a tool for transmitting one’s own experience, feelings, plans and desires. Learning foreign languages creates also for a deaf person a new perspective: it may create new job opportunities, gives access to new sources of information (e.g. English - language internet sites), allows them spend their free time creatively, helps them feel socially attractive and gives the opportunity to establish new relationships. Taking this into account teachers of English working with the deaf might feel successful not only when the results in acquiring the language are breathtaking. Seeing the aim as preventing cultural, social and language deprivation of the deaf students, creating situations for experiencing the feelings of goal achievement, boosting the students' self-esteem and generally helping in development, a teacher of English may feel successful even despite the poor objective effect of language acquisition.
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� Surdoglottodidactics - the science of teaching a foreign language to the deaf (surcdus (lat.) - deaf, glottis - language. Surdoglottodydaktyka it is a term used now in Poland.
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