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Chapter one

Praise for the Teaching Deaf Learners Series. 







‘Invaluable.’ (READER REVIEW)



‘This should be a compulsory read across Deaf education.’ (READER REVIEW)



‘A must-read for educators of Deaf learners.’ (READER REVIEW)



‘I’ve loved reading this! Fabulous!’ (READER REVIEW)



‘Everything you need to know about teaching Deaf learners.’ (READER REVIEW)



‘This should be part of the reading requirements for college Deaf education.’ (READER REVIEW)



‘Probably one of the best books I’ve read for Deaf education.’ (READER REVIEW)



‘Should be required reading for anyone starting work in this field.’ (READER REVIEW)



‘A great book to support teaching Deaf students.’ (READER REVIEW)



‘Written by real educators, not theorists.’ (READER REVIEW)



‘It’s honest, it’s informative and easy to read.’ (READER REVIEW)



‘This is the most useful of books for those who are thinking of going into the field.’ (READER REVIEW)



‘The authors show understanding and respect for Deaf linguistic culture.’ (READER REVIEW)








  
  

Chapter two

Foreword by Jenny Sealey 







I became rather emotional while reading this book. How I wish I had teachers like Richard Evans and Lee Fullwood when I was growing up - people who understand Deaf students and the barriers we face in education, and who offer diverse ways of accessing Shakespeare.  



There is no fobbing off or making Deafness an excuse not to learn. The point they make is the opposite in that Deaf learners can and should be expected to have access to language and understanding Shakespeare, but in a way that is informed by how we see the world. The book fits in with us as it’s opposed to the constant battle of trying to fit into the hearing sensibility.



The pages are peppered with the history of Deaf education and sign language and some wonderful anecdotes, including Pepys meeting a Deaf boy who he called a ‘cunning rogue’ - such was his gestural language and visual reading of people. There is a thorough foundation of styles of learning from mastery learning – varying learning time but with desired outcomes; slow learning - which is intense but delivered in a way that knowledge is retained; scaffolding; connectivity, and themed learning. 



The clarity of ‘the need to visualise the whole of a play’ is essential before students – Deaf and otherwise, can understand the minutiae could be seen to be stating the obvious, but time and time again, our education system has failed us - constantly trying to front load too fast, so students lose the plot metaphorically and literally. This is why themed learning, idiom mapping and the cross curricula approaches enable us to put Shakespeare plays into historical and political context. Then, there is the mathematical structure of iambic pentameter and then the emotional landscape.



Evans and Fullwood recognise the need for Deaf learners to explore translating text into their first language of BSL, and that making it their own is instrumental to embracing the narrative and poetry. They - like me- decry the lack of sign language interpreted productions and wish that signed performances become the norm rather than the exception.  



The second half of the book contains several glorious lesson plans on various Shakespeare plays. What a gift - and not just for teachers of Deaf students. The ethos, depth and pragmatism of this approach are for all learners who struggle with the ableist methodology, which alienates so many.



As a Deaf theatre director working with Deaf actors in Shakespeare, this book will be my shining guide.









Jenny Sealey (November 2025)

Director of The Graeae Theatre Company

Ambassador for The Royal Central School of Speech and Drama

Co-Artistic Director of The 2012 Summer Paralympics Opening Ceremony








  
  

Chapter three

Introduction.







This text is intended to build on some of the ideas outlined in our previous publication – Teaching English to Deaf Learners: The Definitive Guide. However, where its predecessor ran the whole gamut of English teaching, this iteration is focused solely on the work of one man: William Shakespeare.



That the playwright in question has, essentially, a literary canon all to himself, means that juggling all his works would be far too much of an undertaking. To clumsily paraphrase Shakespeare, a whole book wouldn’t be enough for such an ambition (Henry IV, Part I). The intention, therefore, is to focus on a selection of Shakespeare’s plays which are widely encountered, and to discuss how these might be delivered to Deaf learners.



By way of a disclaimer, this is not intended to be an exhaustive text. Nor – as with our previous offering – does it claim to be academic. Rather, we hope that it will be of use as a manual of sorts in the day-to-day practice of practitioners.



Our previous text dealt unashamedly with functional English and means of improving communication. The intention this time around is to centre (through the Shakespearean canon) on promoting enjoyment of language. Of course, there are myriad ways of enjoying English that do not involve the output of the Immortal Bard, but we hope what we write here might be a starting point, and something of a springboard into more ambitious literary study for Deaf learners.



As before, we aim to provide practitioners with tried and tested techniques and approaches that they might use in their own teaching. Since Shakespeare is such a towering figure, we fervently believe that all learners should be able to access his writings, and that hearing loss, language impoverishment, and/or any other SEND needs should not be a barrier to enjoying English literature’s most famous plays.



By way of a disclaimer: if you have picked this book up hoping for a ‘traditional’ approach to Shakespeare, then this will likely not be the text for you. The intention here is not to provide practitioners with a magic bullet that will allow them to deliver Shakespeare’s plays to Deaf learners in the same way they might teach hearing students. Instead, it encourages a shift in perspective: how might our approaches be altered so that Deaf learners are able to enjoy and benefit from Shakespeare in the same way as their hearing peers without being put off by difficult and archaic language? For this reason, the book does not focus solely on the plays but takes a holistic view, incorporating a series of ancillary topics too.



Though the aims of the two texts are different, we would suggest that the following chapters be read in conjunction with Teaching English to Deaf Learners: A Definitive Guide. Our previous text explores many of the issues Deaf learners face with regard to studying English and offers suggestions about how to mitigate these. An understanding of said suggestions cannot but help to assist with the teaching of all areas of the subject.

We do hope you find it useful.



Sincere thanks



The writing of this book would not have been possible without support from the following people: Charissa Evans; Karma Stocks; Natasha Sauer; Deb Thomas; John Burton, and Jenny Sealey.








  
  

Chapter four

The Importance of Pre-teaching for Deaf Students.







Introduction



Some say that there are three outcomes of teaching: no learning (or very little); fragmented learning (where some information sticks but does so in a patchy fashion, and meaningful learning (when students remember much of the content and can recall and apply new strategies for solving problems). Usually, the blame for the first two outcomes is placed on the students’ inability to concentrate - either because of lack of prior knowledge; reduced vocabulary, or memory overload. Of course, teachers can also contribute to these scenarios. One of the most significant issues we have encountered is when a teacher considers cognitive development to be exactly the same for hearing and Deaf children. While it might be appealing to believe this, it means that the strengths of Deaf learners are often ignored, and weaknesses are generally highlighted. Not only does this create a deficit approach to their education, but it also contributes to poorer wellbeing outcomes; it risks students feeling that shortcomings and failures are the focus of their education.

We know that Deafness acts as a multiplier for learning disabilities. However, it is not - in itself - a learning disability. Nevertheless, the consequences of impoverished language in early years lead to delays in language development and increase the risk of cognitive and social problems. Cognitive deficits include: sustaining attention; reduced working memory; development of executive functions, and issues with social cognition (including Theory of Mind).

Optimising the educational opportunities of Deaf learners, then, requires us to develop a curriculum that takes advantage of Deaf strengths while compensating for special needs. This should extend to instructional materials; teaching strategies, and the design of learning environments. Clearly, therefore, the goal of Deaf education is to recognise that even though Deaf and hearing children can have equal intellectual potential, Deaf populations think, behave and learn in different ways than their hearing peers. For example, Deaf students may have strengths in some aspects of remembering complex visual figures and spatial information, but might struggle with tasks requiring sequential memory and those which require relational processing.

Pre-teaching is a strategy that involves ‘front-loading’ students with requisite concepts, vocabulary and skills prior to a lesson. Some of its benefits are as follows:


	Vocabulary recognition and retention have been proven to improve significantly in Deaf learners when pre-teaching is used. There is an irrefutable link between depth of vocabulary and academic success.


	Positive mindsets are created; students feel more buoyant in the wake of interventions prior to lessons. Their confidence and self-concept are therefore boosted by pre-learning.


	Pre-teaching minimises experiences of ‘failure’ in lessons.





It is important to note that, when teachers intervene after a lesson, the student has potentially struggled already and may harbour negative feelings towards re-visiting challenging work.

The issue with pre-teaching is of course… time.

This has a knock-on effect for the teacher; the students, and the curriculum as a whole. However, to mitigate the consequences of limited language exposure in early years and to bolster cognitive, social, emotional and academic capabilities, pre-teaching is a must. When it comes to Shakespeare, a great deal of content can be covered in advance of lessons (for example, watching YouTube clips, or reading simplified texts). Historically, there have been instances in Deaf education where practitioners have shied away from the works of the Bard. In this text, we take the view that the study of Shakespeare is vital - it can aid the development of language; planning; organising; achieving goals; problem solving; metacognition, and Theory of Mind development. Taking the long view, the teaching of Shakespeare can take place in conjunction with history, geography, personal development and Deaf studies, etc. As outlined above, such things require time, and the use of pre-teaching is vital to maximise the use of time in lessons.



Suggestions:



YouTube videos. For example, Romeo and Juliet Summary: Shakespeare in 7 Minutes. There are various 7-Minute Shakespeare resources for various other plays. However, they have closed-caption rather than BSL accompaniment. Such clips are excellent for character introductions and plot summaries as well as highlighting major themes.


	Pre-reading, for example Romeo and Juliet by Andrew Matthews and illustrated by Tony Ross - published by Orchard Classics - is written with junior readers in mind. Orchard Classics also publishes readers for fifteen other Shakespearean plays; they are the size of large pamphlets but contain all key scenes and events. The text is simplified but concise. For example, instead of reading, ‘Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?’ Juliet instead, says, ‘Oh Romeo, why did you have to be a Montague?’ which captures the essence of the line’s Early Modern English without using the daunting language of the original text.


	Vocabulary lists. When students are introduced to the vocabulary that they will meet in the play, the benefits are considerable. Namely, they are not just academic in terms of improved comprehension, communication and learning, but are also manifested in increased engagement, participation and overall confidence.















Curriculum Design:





Mastery Learning



Mastery Learning is a philosophy that works extremely well for Deaf children; it keeps learning outcomes constant but varies the time needed for pupils to become proficient or competent in stated objectives. It shifts student expectations from a traditional approach, where content is taught for a set amount of time, to one where teachers delay moving on until the majority of students acquire the expected knowledge and skills. Of course, implementing such an approach is difficult, mostly because of time constraints (it also means some elements of the curriculum might have to be cut), but the benefits for Deaf learners are considerable. Rather than skimming through content, they can learn in greater depth, and gain metacognitive skills more thoroughly. An additional benefit is better embedding of content and skills that can help with the next phase of their learning.

Ultimately, knowledge is generative: the more you know, the more you can understand. Mastery Learning centres upon building transferable knowledge of vocabulary, events, people, places, concepts and problem solving. In summary, if a child has achieved mastery of specific aspects of the curriculum, then they have made progress but also attained knowledge which will underpin their next steps.

The science behind this approach is based on The Forgetting Curve. In the 1880s, Hermann Ebbinghaus demonstrated how memory retention declines rapidly over time without active recall or review. The curve demonstrates that we forget most information shortly after learning it. Strategies such as spaced learning, repetition and making information relevant can combat this decline, and improve long-term memory. Because Mastery Learning recognises that information is best acquired slowly; learned over time and reinforced by opportunities to revisit it, this approach closely correlates with the well-documented needs of Deaf learners. Simply put, this demographic often has gaps in knowledge and reduced vocabulary because gaining knowledge from background conversations and incidental learning is significantly more challenging with poorer access to auditory information or visually accessible sign language.

Deaf learners appreciate the value placed on spaced learning and the positive impact that revisiting previously taught content can have, not only on long-term memory but also on confidence and engagement. The consequences, for many Deaf learners of not having a curriculum fitted for their needs, is that they may resort to masking their inabilities and confusion and spend energy on trying to act as if they understand when they do not.

A Deaf curriculum should therefore relate to the knowledge that students have already been taught, and should make extensive use of existing knowledge. By doing this, students will engage with the curriculum in a more committed fashion; they will experience success, and will be able to make connections across and between topics.





Benefits of Mastery Learning






	Bridging attainment gaps.


	Improving knowledge retention.


	Boosting learner confidence by ensuring that all students achieve a high level of understanding before moving on.





Mastery learning is not pre-teaching, but if it is linked with educational approaches such as flipped learning, it is a powerful pre-teaching tool that can pay dividends.







Flipped Learning



As mastery learning requires time, a way to eke out more from the curriculum is to use some of the principles of flipped learning. This initiative is a way of organising the curriculum which helps teachers to prioritise active learning during class time by assigning students materials and presentations to be viewed at home or outside of class. In essence, this method of approaching learning spreads cognitive load across a 24-hour curriculum.

When done well, this model helps to bridge language barriers and fills gaps from limited incidental learning. Moreover, it promotes ownership and engagement. However, successful implementation relies on providing access to tools like BSL; captions, and structured note-taking support to ensure the learning experience is accessible and truly benefits these students and correlates with their different cognitive learning styles.

Overall, flipped learning needs to be managed. It does not just consist of a piece of homework, or simply getting the student to do something in another venue – the learning has to be carefully targeted so that it is key learning and not merely a distraction or a peripheral spin-off. Learning at home should be part of the scaffolding process that focuses on powerful vocabulary and knowledge. When it succeeds, flipped learning means that students come to lessons better prepared; this saves time and makes students more confident in their ability to learn and participate. It also reduces cognitive overload because students are far more familiar with the requisite vocabulary and content of new topics.

One of the key aims of mastery learning, accompanied by flipped learning, is to make knowledge stick in the long-term memory. Revisiting knowledge from different perspectives helps do this.









Benefits of Flipped Learning



Promotes deeper engagement through multiple connections with a subject.


	Develops critical thinking and problem-solving skills through active, ‘hands-on’ activities when in class.


	Fosters collaboration and communication as students have the ability to articulate what they have learnt.











Themed Learning



Themed learning is an educational approach where a theme is used to integrate and explore other subjects, such as English, maths, science and history, fostering deeper understanding and engagement. Instead of learning subjects in isolation, students are able to connect concepts across different subjects, which reinforces learning and makes it more meaningful. This method can be applied to Shakespeare but may also link to maths learning. The Elizabethan era was the first one in Britain when people started using Arabic numerals (0, 1, 2, 3…) and mathematicians were fascinated by the notion of ‘nothing’ – a concept not obviously considerable in the previous Roman counting system (I, II, III, IV…) Shakespeare himself seemed rather taken by this idea (the word cipher was used in his day to signify this); he mentions it in the opening act of Henry V, and, of course, featured it in the title of Much Ado about Nothing.

Maths around number lines which make use of positive and negative numbers, then, would seem appropriate to study, as would graphs incorporating the concept of nothing. Maths in Shakespeare’s time was broken into arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music. The link between music and maths lay largely in the understanding that musical intervals (like the octave) corresponded to simple mathematical ratios of vibrating string lengths. For example, dividing a string in half produces a sound an octave higher, representing a 2:1 ratio. So, arguably, the study of ratio could also be studied as part of a Shakespearean theme! Astronomy could be studied around Galileo’s argument with the Roman church; he believed that the earth rotated around the sun and not the other way around (as the church believed at the time).

We offer more ideas for themed learning approaches in subsequent chapters on topic-based learning. These very much focus on preparation for learning Shakespeare, but the themes - such as markets in Shakespeare’s time - could be expanded to include maths problems on money and accountancy.







Benefits of Themed Learning



Increased engagement to capture children’s natural curiosity and interests, making them more motivated and excited to learn.


	Deeper understanding of themes through multiple views of learning, leading to a more profound and integrated understanding of topics.


	Meaningful connections through relevance and interconnectivity.


	Holistic development, such as developing creative thought, fostering independent thinking and promoting relational processing.


	Building opportunities for knowledge to stick in the long-term memory by creating a sense of curiosity and fun





Deaf students often have knowledge gaps that need filling before they can adequately tackle new learning. One conundrum in Deaf education is how to get them to know and learn more. When simply trying to keep up to date with a measured curriculum, this is a difficult exercise. It is also exacerbated by the stresses of listening effort and visual fatigue. Doing more in school is not really an option, but spreading the cognitive load across a 24-hour curriculum is. However, it requires commitment from teachers, parents and students to make it successful. The pre-teaching model has been shown to be far more successful than the over-learning model - especially for the demographic in question.









