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How to Use This Book



What Will You Learn?


Learning objectives are listed at the start of each chapter. These will help guide and track your learning and allow you to easily return to topics that you want to review again.


ASL Tips appear throughout the book to provide helpful information and advice on the surrounding topics.


Chapter Review and Practice Activities are included to track and reinforce what you’ve learned. If answers are required, they can be found in the Appendix.


All About ASL


Chapters 1 and 2 cover the history of ASL, the physical and spatial aspects of signing, and Deaf culture and community. Both chapters include a Chapter Review with questions on what you’ve learned. Once you have a sound understanding of where ASL comes from, you will be on your way to signing successfully!


A Solid Foundation


Chapters 3, 4, and 5 cover grammar, fingerspelling, and numbers. You’ll learn the ten grammar rules, the importance of facial expressions and nonmanual signals, how to sign numbers and addresses, and how to fingerspell—including the fully illustrated ASL alphabet! Each chapter also includes a Chapter Review. These topics are the basic foundations of learning ASL. Review them carefully before continuing on your ASL journey.


The Lessons


Chapters 6–15 include ASL lessons on important topics, such as conversational ASL, role shifting, directional verbs, health, and much more. Each chapter is heavily illustrated with ASL signs to enhance learning. Lessons include:


•Dialogues with illustrated signs for each sentence. The dialogues are short authentic sentences that you might have in daily encounters. Different names are used so you can practice fingerspelling names other than your own. The dialogues are used to show how grammar rules are applied to the formation of ASL sentences. Studying and practicing the dialogues will teach you how the hands, face, body, and the space around you are manipulated to form sentences in ASL.


•Breaking Down the Dialogue feature that shows you which ASL grammar rule best fits each sentence. The term best fits is used because in some instances more than one rule applies; however, the rule that is the focus of the sentence is the only one that is analyzed.


•What’s the Sign? section that explains the particular ways in which some of the signs in the dialogue are used.


•ASL Synonyms for signs that are also used to mean different things. For example, the sign START can also be used to mean BEGIN, ORIGINATE, ORIGINAL, and INITIATE.


•ASL Signs, aside from those illustrated in each dialogue, throughout to enhance your ASL vocabulary.


•Practice Activities that follow each lesson. They break down the lessons into sections that you can practice until you have mastered them. You will also be prompted to practice signing the entire dialogue in each lesson. Practice with a partner so that you can get used to using facial grammar and the signing space. You should also practice signing the dialogues by yourself in your own “space” so that you can slow down the signing without feeling any pressure to complete a sentence.


•Grammar Practice boxes in applicable lessons to test your knowledge. Answers are provided in the Appendix.




[image: Image] Online Video Practice


Watching someone sign is a critical element in learning this visual language. It helps you see that ASL is composed of not only signs, but facial expressions, natural expressions, and gestures.


Barron’s American Sign Language provides Video Quizzes and a Final Exam online for optimal learning. If a chapter includes a video quiz, you will be prompted to visit the Barron’s Online Learning Hub:


online.barronsbooks.com


Register now and begin your language-learning journey with Barron’s!


Note: Your online ASL Teacher who signs in the videos is Deaf. He has his own particular signing style, just as you have your own speaking and communication style. Review the signs in the book carefully and study his gestures and facial expressions—you’ll be mastering ASL in no time!













Note to the Student



Barron’s American Sign Language is designed to give you comprehensive knowledge of ASL. Here are important tips to follow while learning from this book:


•Think visually. American Sign Language (ASL) is understood by seeing it because all information in ASL is visual. How you make a sign is important, but just as important are the facial expressions and body movements you use when signing.


•Learn the ten basic ASL grammar rules. You will see examples throughout the book of how these grammar rules are used in dialogue. Most of the rules are frequently repeated to help you gain greater familiarity with them.


•Master signing the dialogue practice activities. Each lesson has a dialogue, and they become progressively more difficult throughout the book. Practice signing each dialogue until you are comfortable with the signing. You can do this best with a partner or with a fluent ASL signer. VOICES OFF! To determine who signs which part, fingerspell the various practice dialogue names. If you are alone, practice signing in front of a mirror or record yourself. This practice will help you develop fluency in your signing.


•Follow all suggestions for further practice. These suggestions ask you to develop your own dialogues and practice signing them. Do not rely on learning only from the dialogues in this book. Create your own dialogues based on what you’ve learned and add some personal touches. The goal is for you to be able to sign comfortably about yourself and about the world around you.


•Create ASL sentences and write the English translations of these sentences. Translation is important for learning the differences between ASL and English grammar, because in ASL you do not sign each word you say in English.


•Learn the different meanings of some ASL signs. A list of these signs and their alternative meanings is presented in some chapters. Some are signed the exact same way but have different meanings. This is based on context. For example, the sign for NICE and CLEAN may look the same, but we use context to know which word the signer means to convey.


•Learn about Deaf culture. Deaf culture is full of history, music, poems, humor, sports, memberships, activities, education, organizations, language, and so much more. The language of Deaf individuals does not exist without the rich culture it encompasses.


•Communicate with Deaf people. Try to communicate with Deaf people if possible. Doing this will help you learn more about ASL and help you expand your vocabulary of signs. Learning and practicing ASL with native Deaf users is the best way to develop your skills.
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CHAPTER 1



All About American Sign Language




Learning Objectives


In this chapter, you will learn:


∘What comprises ASL and how the language originated


∘Who uses ASL to communicate


∘The history and cultural importance of ASL





What Is ASL?


American Sign Language, or ASL, is the language of the American Deaf community. It is used in North America, and it is the only complete and natural sign language recognized by the Deaf community. This is a simple definition. Once it is understood that ASL maintains grammatical structure, syntax, and rules entirely separate from English grammar, we can begin to understand how to use it properly—the way the American Deaf community intends.


As you venture through this book, you will notice that ASL grammar is not only comprised of signed words or concepts, but it heavily involves the use of facial grammar to give information or meaning to signs. Facial grammar, including eye contact, facial expressions, eye gazing, and head movements are part of the unique grammatical structure of ASL. Because of this, and many other reasons, the visual language of ASL is fascinating for nonsigners to observe and quickly becomes a desired language to learn.


Is ASL a Universal Language?


One of the most common assumptions is that ASL is a universal language, but, if we break it down, then you will begin to understand that it is not—and how could it possibly be? If someone assumed English is a universal language, you may chuckle at that assumption. The same could be said about the visual language of North Americans. British Sign Language (BSL), Australian Sign Language (Auslan), Arabic Sign Language, Japanese Sign Language, and Ukrainian Sign Language are only five of the approximately 135 known sign languages used across the globe.


It should also be clear that if you wish to communicate with Deaf people from other countries, then you must learn their sign language because ASL is only commonly used in the United States and in all provinces of Canada (other than Quebec where Language des Signes Québécoise is the dominant sign language). Thus, British Sign Language is as Greek to Deaf Americans as Mexican Sign Language is to Deaf Brazilians. The World Federation of the Deaf created a standardized system of signs to meet the needs of Deaf people throughout the world to promote understanding. The sign system Gestuno, now called International Sign Language, was created by the World Federation of the Deaf in 1975 utilizing signs commonly used by Deaf people across the world and those which occur in a naturally spontaneous manner (World Federation of the Deaf, 1975). International Sign Language is often used at worldwide conferences, such as the Annual World Federation of the Deaf and International Congress on the Education of the Deaf to facilitate communication.


English Gloss


ASL is an expressive and receptive language only. Because of the spatial and gestural qualities of ASL, there can be no convenient written form of ASL. What we can do is write English glosses of ASL signs. An English gloss is the best approximation of the meaning of a sign. It gives us a way of laying out ASL so that it can be studied and discussed, but it is not a written form of ASL. In this book, English glosses are set in uppercase lettering. For example, the English sentence “What are you doing tonight?” is written in English gloss using ASL signs and reads, “TONIGHT, YOU DO-what?” When signed in ASL, the sign TONIGHT is signed first, to indicate time, then the subject YOU is signed, the verb DO, and finally the question WHAT, which is commonly placed at the end of the sentence. This method of ordering sentences with the subject first, object next, and verb at the end is not found in English.


History of ASL


The first school for the Deaf was founded in America in 1817. It is a landmark in the history of American Sign Language. Located in Hartford, Connecticut, and now known as the American School for the Deaf, the school brought together two main sources in the development of ASL signs and grammar.


The first source was the school’s founders and first two teachers, a Deaf Frenchman, Laurent Clerc, widely considered the father of ASL, and an American, Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet. Clerc was born hearing, but at age one, he fell into a fire resulting in a loss of hearing and sense of smell. The side of his face that was burnt gave him a distinguished look, and later his “name sign” was based on his scar. As an adolescent, Clerc attended the Royal Institution for the Deaf in Paris. From an early age, he excelled in his studies and went on to become a sign language instructor at the Royal Institution for the Deaf.




ASL TIP


Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language (MVSL)


Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language (MVSL) was once widely used on the island of Martha’s Vineyard from the early 18th century to 1952. Deafness was prevalent on Martha’s Vineyard due to hereditary reasons. MVSL was used equally by both Deaf and hearing residents, allowing Deaf people to be independent because there was no language barrier.





Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet was studying to become a minister when a young Deaf girl, Alice Cogswell, came into his life. While getting to know her, he recognized her intelligence and became frustrated with the lack of schools to accommodate and educate Deaf children in America. With her as his inspiration, a journey to England began in search of how to teach Deaf students. While in England, the schools for the Deaf that he explored used only oral language, so he traveled to France, where he observed Laurent Clerc, who was teaching his Deaf students using sign language. Clerc invited him to learn sign language at the Royal Institution for the Deaf. Clerc was his teacher and the two of them quickly connected through discussions about deafness, sign language, and education. Gallaudet asked Clerc to come to America with him to open a school for the Deaf. A year after they arrived, the first school for the Deaf was founded.


The second source of ASL was the Deaf students in attendance at the school. They came at a time when schooling was not mandatory, and most of the population lived in farming communities. For some of these children, the school marked the first time they were in the company of other Deaf people, so the signs they used were mainly created at home. But other Deaf children, and especially those with Deaf parents, introduced to the school signs native to America—signs that were used in the Deaf community. For about the next sixty years, this pattern was repeated in other states where schools for the Deaf were springing up, many of them employing Deaf teachers who had graduated from other schools for the Deaf. The work of these early pioneers of education had a lasting influence on the shape of ASL as we know it today.




ASL TIP


Gallaudet University


Gallaudet University, located in Washington, D.C., is the first higher education institution to service Deaf and hard-of-hearing students in all programs and subjects. The University is bilingual, using ASL and written English for instruction.





Signing as a Choice of Communication


I taught ASL to over two thousand students, and my strongest impression of this language can be summed up in a simple observation: Once students have tasted the excitement of communicating with their hands, they never lose their appetite for learning more about signing. I have not met a sign language teacher who has observed otherwise. Not all students learn to sign well nor do they all continue in their study of signing. But once their curiosity is piqued, they continue to have an interest in signing. I was asked by a student if I signed in my dreams. Whether Deaf people sign in their dreams is a moot question, so I flipped it around and told her to tell me how she dreams after she becomes a fluent signer. Such is the nature of learning about sign language.


For many of you, ASL is a new language that forces you to confront your prejudices about communicating with your hands and facial expressions. You might wonder about what you can talk about in signs. Would you wonder about this if you were learning to speak Spanish? Probably not. But ASL is not just a different language—it is a different medium for talking, and this fact may make you hesitant and perhaps even suspicious about what you can and cannot say in ASL. You are in good company because Deaf people wonder how it is possible to talk in speech about such things as the destructive force of tornadoes and the tender moments of a child playing alone. To Deaf people, the picture of communication painted by vowels and consonants and pitch and loudness pales in comparison to the vibrant images that jump off the fingers and hands, face, and body of a person signing.


Being able to communicate with your hands should not be a surprise because you have been doing it for years, albeit to a far lesser extent than Deaf people. From the earliest days of human communications, people have relied on symbols created by the hands to communicate with other groups of people they encountered as they followed a herd of animals or moved across the continent in search of food and shelter. Native Americans used signs for intertribal communications because mastering many spoken dialects is difficult. Hunters in the African savanna still use signs to help them hunt better. It is hard to imagine a hunter yelling, “Sneak up on the wildebeest on your left!” A neon sign could hardly be more invasive. Yet it is easy to imagine hunters and others using natural gestures and created signs to communicate.


For Deaf people, signing is necessary for communication. How did Deaf people living 3,000 years ago in Athens communicate with one another? They used sign language, the same way they communicate today. Then why, until recently, did so many hearing people know so little about signing? There are at least three reasons for this. First, Deaf people make up just a small fraction of the population in any area. Therefore, many hearing people never encounter a Deaf person in their walk through life. Second, speech is the dominant form of communication in society and gets the most attention. Third, Deaf people tend to socialize with one another and with hearing people who know how to sign.


Given these reasons for why hearing people know so little about signing, it is reasonable to assume that if you know someone who communicates with the hands, you know someone who is Deaf. Or is it? Consider how much gestural and nonverbal communication you encounter in your everyday conversations. A stare (“Don’t do it”), an affectionate smile (“I am comfortable around you”), pushing the hand quickly to the side (“Get rid of it”), brushing the index finger back and forth across the chin (“I’m thinking about it”), and placing the hand on the forehead (“I don’t believe this happened”) convey information. They are not random acts unrelated to a conversation taking place. In fact, we use nonverbal communication so naturally that we don’t talk about these gestures other than to say, “Don’t talk with your hands.” But we do talk with our hands, and for Deaf people it is the most natural way of talking.


ASL Awareness


Awareness of ASL has been growing since Professor William C. Stokoe, Jr., of Gallaudet University, known as the father of ASL linguistics, published his research on the linguistics of ASL about sixty years ago. His first paper, published in 1960, is titled “Sign Language Structure.” This was followed by the first dictionary of ASL in 1965, Dictionary of American Sign Language on Linguistic Principles. Stokoe compiled the dictionary with two Deaf colleagues at Gallaudet, Carl Croneberg and Dorothy Casterline. In 1971, Stokoe established the Linguistic Research Laboratory at Gallaudet. Stokoe’s work had a profound impact on ASL awareness in the United States and throughout the world, and we’ve even come a long way since then.


ASL courses in high schools and colleges are booming. The television and movie industry has discovered the value of including Deaf actors and actresses in films. The series Switched at Birth and various thriller movies, such as The Quiet Place, have starred Deaf actors and actresses in the main roles. The effect is that ASL is steadily working its way into households across the nation. Sign language interpreters are also indirectly promoting exposure to ASL whether they are interpreting in schools, for national emergencies, in a doctor’s office, at a music festival, or for the President on the campaign trail. An interpreter’s visibility translates to ASL visibility. Just how effective is the movement to create greater awareness of ASL with Deaf actors/actresses, ASL interpreters, and ASL being offered for language credit in schools? Answer this question yourself by thinking about your first encounter with signing and the reason why you are reading this book.




ASL TIP


ASL for All


Although ASL is the language of Deaf individuals, it is for all people: Deaf/deaf, hard of hearing, hearing, babies, children, parents, grandparents, and people with varying abilities and speech or communication difficulties. Any and all people can benefit from the use of a visual language.





The Beginning of Signs


At some point, you will wonder where in the world signs came from. Compared with the study of other languages, the study of sign language is relatively new, with ASL being the most widely studied sign language in the world. But even ASL has had only sixty years under the microscope of psycholinguists and sociolinguists, who are seeking to determine its roots, map out its grammar and vocabulary, and survey its linguistic versatility in all phases of communication. Although we have learned much, we still have much more to learn.


It was mentioned earlier that even though ASL did not only begin with the schooling of Deaf children, schools for the Deaf have helped spread its use. Moreover, because Deaf communities tend to form around schools for the Deaf, there is a close association among ASL, schools for the Deaf, and the Deaf community.


As with any language, we want to know about its roots. We also want to know why we use a particular word and where this word comes from. Sign language is no exception, and like gazing at the stars, we are curious about whether any of the signs used almost 200 years ago are still used today. Some of them are, such as the signs HELP, OTHER, and SEARCH-FOR, which are similar to signs in French Sign Language. As you now know, ASL came to America with the help of Laurent Clerc from France; therefore, many signs are derived from French Sign Language. The ASL noun-adjective grammar structure creates phrases such as SHIRT BLUE and BIRD YELLOW, the same sort of structure used in French Sign Language. Sign language used in other countries may also have influenced the development of ASL, but we are just learning about the nature of this influence.




ASL TIP


A Versatile Language


We can say that ASL is a versatile language, which is something we say about English. Many words were introduced to English by speakers from other languages: The word skunk comes from the Native Americans, patio comes from Spaniards, corral comes from people in southern Africa. Surprisingly, ASL is flexible enough to borrow from English. The sign OK is made by fingerspelling O-K. Signs for many countries are typically taken from the native sign language used in that country, as you will see in Chapter 15.





Deaf people create new signs as necessary to accommodate changing lifestyles, the influence of technology, and the evolving world we live in. Signs of recent origin are SELFIE, VIDEO-CHAT, and HASHTAG. Creating new signs is a part of ASL’s evolution. It is also a part of Deaf culture. It is unthinkable that you will wake up one day speaking words that you have invented. Likewise, you should not think that learning ASL is an invitation to make up signs. The signs you need for communicating are there already. Your goal is to learn them.


[image: Three illustrations show the sign languages for the following words: selfie, video-chat, and hashtag. 1. Selfie. Bent “L” hand shape held just above head tilted down indicating taking a picture of self. 2. Video-chat. Both hands wrists touching one facing body one facing out open then close. 3. Hashtag. Two hands both in “2” hand shape coming together in a cross shape to make the shape of a pound sign.]


The Physical Dimensions of ASL: The Five Parameters


ASL is a visual-gestural language. It is visual because we see it and gestural because the signs are formed by the hands. Signing alone, however, is not an accurate picture of ASL. How signs are formed in space is important to understanding what they mean. The critical space is called the signing space and extends from the waist to just above the head and to just beyond the sides of the body. This is also the space in which the hands can move comfortably. As you will learn in this book, the signing space has a role in ASL grammar. Two or more concepts can be simultaneously expressed in ASL. This feat cannot be accomplished in a spoken language because speech is temporal in that one word rolls off the tongue at a time. One further dimension of ASL is the movement of the head and facial expressions, which help shape the meaning of ASL sentences.


How Are Signs Formed?


The five parameters below come together to create a sign.


1.Handshape is the shape of the hands when the sign is formed. The handshape may remain the same throughout the sign, or it can change. If two hands are used to make a sign, both hands can have the same handshape or be different.


2.Orientation is the position of the hand(s) relative to the body. For example, the palms can be facing the body or away from the body, facing the ground, or facing upward.


3.Location is the place in the signing space where a sign is formed. Signs can be stationary, such as THINK and LOVE, or they can move from one location in the signing space to another, like the signs LONG and EXCITED.


[image: Four illustrations show the sign languages for the following words: think, love, long, and excited. 1. Think. First finger pointing to forehead. 2. Love. Both hand in fists crossed against chest in large “X” to show hugging. 3. Long. First finger moving up non-dominant stretched out arm. 4. Excited. Both middle fingers touching chest moving up body in large circular motions.]


4.Movement of a sign is the direction in which the hand moves relative to the body. There is a variety of movements that range from a simple sliding movement, such as NICE, to a complex circular movement, TRAVEL-AROUND.


[image: Two illustrations show the sign languages for the following words: nice and travel-around. 1. Nice. Two flat hands on top of each other. Dominant hand palm down slides across palm of non-dominant hand toward fingertips in one movement. 2. Travel-around. Dominant hand bent V handshape moving in outward circular movements]


5.Nonmanual markers add to signs to create meaning. They consist of various facial expressions, head tilting, shoulder movement, and mouth movements. With a nonmanual marker, the meaning of the sign can change completely. Nonmanual markers will be discussed in more depth in Chapter 3: ASL Grammar.




ASL TIP


Important Note on the Five Parameters


If any one of these five parameters change, the entire meaning of the sign changes. Let’s take the sign for MOTHER and change the location from touching the chin to touching the forehead, and keep the rest of the parameters the same (the movement, orientation, handshape, and nonmanual markers). Now the sign is FATHER. One parameter change is critical in disrupting the meaning of the sign.


[image: Two illustrations show the sign languages for the following words: mother and father. 1. Mother. Open 5 handshape on side of chin. 2. Father. Open 5 handshape on side of forehead.]





Iconic Signs


Some signs are iconic in that their meanings can be guessed from the sign alone. When a student sees an iconic sign, they may think, “I could have guessed that’s what that sign meant!” However, a majority of signs are not iconic, and their meanings must be learned. There is usually a reason, however, for why a sign has taken the shape it has. In the sign LEARN, the movement of the hand represents taking knowledge from a book and inserting it in the brain.


[image: An illustration shows the sign language for the word: Learn. Non-dominant hand palm up and dominant hand open touching palm and with a grabbing motion moving up to forehead.]


Cultural Importance


ASL gives us access to Deaf culture. Learning ASL is not simply about learning another language. It is also about access. Even though we can learn something about any culture from reading about it, we acquire a deeper understanding when we can experience the culture or hear firsthand accounts from the people who are a part of the culture.




TIP


How to Appropriately Get a Deaf Person’s Attention


There are a few common and appropriate ways to get a Deaf person’s attention. Using your best judgment, you can decide which way is the most appropriate in a particular given situation.


•Gently tap the person’s shoulder


•Flick the lights


•Wave gently (a low, light wave within the person’s eyesight)


•Get in the person’s line of vision and make eye contact


•Stomp on the floor close to the person’s feet





ASL is one of the defining characteristics of the Deaf community. Although groups exist within the community, such as the Black Deaf community and LGBTQAI+ Deaf communities. Deaf community members are bound instead by their language: ASL. To learn more about Deaf culture and to tap into the resources of the Deaf community, you need a solid grasp of ASL.




ASL TIP


Name Signs


Name signs or sign names are signs that represent your name in ASL. A name sign can only be given to you by a Deaf person, and the gift of a name sign carries a linguistic and cultural importance. The sign chosen to represent you is typically based on a personal characteristic, hobby, or unique personality trait, much like a nickname in English.





[image: Image] Chapter Review


1.Write down the top five reasons why you are learning ASL. Compare your reasons with others who are learning ASL. Compile a list of the most common reasons.


2.Schools for the Deaf are closely associated with ASL because they bring together large numbers of Deaf students who use ASL as their major language of communication. When these students leave the school, they spread their knowledge of ASL to other Deaf people as well as to nondeaf people. Look up the names of the public or private schools for the Deaf in your state, province, or region and list them. How close do you live to one? Find answers from the Internet.


3.What is ASL, and who uses it to communicate?


4.Name two out of the five given ways to get a Deaf person’s attention.


5.Name the main sources of influence on the early development of ASL.


6.Describe the five parameters used to create a sign.


7.What is a sign name/name sign and who can give you one?
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CHAPTER 2


Deaf Culture and the Community




Learning Objectives


In this chapter, you will learn:


∘The importance of culture and the value of community for Deaf individuals


∘Appropriate terminology for members of the Deaf community


∘A variety of different technologies and Deaf organizations





The Deaf Community


Many hearing people view the world of the Deaf as a place where people don’t hear—where silence is a loud reminder of the difference between the two groups of people. But for Deaf people, silence is not the focus. What is important to us is that we obtain a lot of pleasure by being with other Deaf people. We relish the tales about other Deaf people’s experiences in the Deaf community. We take great pride in the Deaf community’s activities and the accomplishments of fellow members. We treat each other with care and understanding—almost like we are all members of the same family (and in a sense we are). Each of these behaviors is a reason why there is a Deaf community, why Deaf people have their own clubs, sports, music, poems, folktales, stories, organizations, and much more.




ASL TIP


Self-identification


Self-identification is valued by people from all cultures and backgrounds, and the Deaf community is no different. It is important to keep in mind that how one deaf or hard-of-hearing person identifies may not be how another deaf or hard-of-hearing person identifies. Therefore, the choice to identify as Deaf, deaf, hard of hearing, or none of the above is personal. The following is a list that will help you understand each identifier.


Offensive terms to avoid are “deaf-mute,” “deaf and dumb,” or “hearing-impaired.”


“Big D” Deaf


Those who use Deaf:


•identify as culturally Deaf and part of the Deaf community


•take pride in Deaf identity


•may have an auditory device, such as a cochlear implant, hearing aid, or FM system


•may have a more severe hearing loss


•use sign language as their primary source of communication


•most likely attend a Deaf school/program


•feel more comfortable in the Deaf world


“Little d” deaf


Those who use deaf:


•do not typically associate as members of the Deaf community


•may have an auditory device, such as a cochlear implant, hearing aid, or FM system


•may refer to hearing loss as a medical condition


•may not use sign language as their primary choice of communication


•may attend a mainstream school


•may feel more comfortable in the hearing world


Hard of hearing (HoH)


Those who use HoH:


•do not associate as members of the Deaf community


•have hearing loss but may have residual hearing


•possibly use an auditory device, such as a hearing aid or FM system, to access sounds


•refer to hearing loss as a medical condition


•may not use sign language as their primary choice of communication


•may attend a mainstream school


•feel more comfortable in the hearing world


Unsure on what to use?


Ask the person how they self-identify.





Who Are Deaf People?


Deaf people are a group of people who have a hearing loss, use a sign language as their primary means of communication, and have shared experiences associated with the hearing loss and the use of sign language.


There is no way that you can point to a person sitting and reading a magazine in a lobby whom you have never met before and say, “That person is Deaf.” Even if the person is wearing hearing aids, we don’t know which community the person identifies with. Similarly, it is not important whether the person is European, African-American, Asian, or of some other ethnic origin. Age is not relevant, and neither is the social class or gender of the person. The Deaf community is not shaped by any of these characteristics. In fact, having a hearing loss does not mean that a person is a member of the Deaf community, although it is certainly an important requirement.


The pivotal mark of a Deaf person is how this person communicates. A Deaf person uses sign language, which in America and most of Canada is ASL. This does not mean that the person cannot use other forms of communication, such as writing and speaking. Rather, ASL is the linguistic trademark that sets Deaf people apart from the communication behavior of all other groups of people. It is the reason we say that Deaf people represent a linguistic minority. It is also why some people who are deaf do not see themselves as belonging to the Deaf community. We use the lowercase spelling of deaf to refer to a person or a group of people who have a substantial degree of hearing loss. Having a hearing loss does not mean that a person automatically knows how to sign. If a deaf person does not know sign language, then that person will not be able to access the varied cultural experiences associated with the Deaf community. Communication is basic, and ASL is the communication of the Deaf community.


Can a nondeaf person who is fluent in ASL be a member of the Deaf community? No. Deaf people do not view nondeaf people as members of their community because nondeaf people lack a third critical characteristic, which is shared experiences. If you have normal hearing, then you will never have the experiences of a life that is centered on seeing. However, one group of hearing people is often accepted into the Deaf community, but may not be considered part of the Deaf culture, as they are not Deaf themselves. Often referred to as CODA, Children of Deaf Adults, they are brought up in the Deaf community and learn the language and cultural customs because their parents are Deaf and participate in that community.


Let’s put all of this in perspective. Let’s say you have a young friend who acquired a hearing loss and was fitted with hearing aids. Would we say that he was Deaf? No, we would say that he is hard of hearing because speaking is still his main means of communication. If his hearing continues to deteriorate, then we might say that he is becoming deaf; that is, he is acquiring a substantial degree of hearing loss. What if his difficulty with hearing leads him to learn to sign ASL, which becomes his primary language of communication, and he begins participating in some activities in the Deaf community? Would we then say that he is Deaf? We would probably say, “Friend, welcome to the club.”


Where Is the Deaf Community?


The Deaf community has no geographical boundaries. There are Deaf clubs in many cities, but the clubs are just a part of the larger community of Deaf people. We can talk about the Deaf community in very broad terms like “the Deaf community in America,” or we can talk about it in more local terms like “the Deaf community in Phoenix.” In both instances, we are talking about a group of Deaf people and the things they do in life.


Just as we cannot draw a map outlining the boundaries of the Deaf community, we cannot put our finger on the precise number of Deaf people in the United States. This information does not exist. Estimates seem to peg this number at about a half million.


Deafness can be present at birth, acquired soon after birth, or occur much later in life. Those who become deaf later in life are referred to as late-deafened adults. Most late-deafened adults do not readily learn to sign, especially if they become deaf after their school years. Therefore, the biggest group of signers are those born deaf or who become deaf early in life. And where do they learn to sign? Only about 10 percent of all Deaf people have at least one Deaf parent. These children then have someone who teaches them ASL and helps them develop their cultural identity with the Deaf community. But most Deaf people do not come from Deaf families. Approximately 90 percent of all Deaf people have hearing parents, most of whom do not expose their children to people and events in the Deaf community. A majority of hearing parents never learn to sign. Therefore, Deaf people who have hearing parents will likely have developed their ties with the Deaf community away from home, learning ASL from other Deaf children they meet in school programs, especially in schools for the Deaf.


What’s Important in the Deaf Community?


By coming together and forming their own community, Deaf people have created their own Deaf culture. A culture is all that a group of people do and includes their beliefs, values, customs, activities, and language. Many things that Deaf people do are the same as what occurs in nondeaf communities. They work, own homes, get married, raise families, play sports, watch videos, and so forth. They eat, dress up, and celebrate the same kinds of holidays, as do most other people in America and Canada. But we define Deaf culture by looking at what’s different in the Deaf community. Deaf people have a strong identity with Deaf culture because they embrace these differences. Descriptions of six important differences follow.


American Sign Language


The language Deaf people use is the foremost characteristic of the Deaf community. Knowing ASL opens the doors to meeting other Deaf people and to learning about the Deaf community. ASL cannot be written; therefore, knowledge of it is essential if a person is to learn about the history of a Deaf community, its folklore, its traditions, and, as the case might be, its dark secrets. Although there are some written accounts about Deaf culture, experiencing a culture firsthand is much more rewarding and informative than having secondhand knowledge about it. One way the Deaf community is preserving and documenting the linguistic forms of ASL is through several media sources. There are also several online resources that provide an outlet for the Deaf community to share their vlogs, stories, and comments and connect with other Deaf community members. In addition, social media/networking sites, such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter—used by scores of people who are hearing, Deaf, or hard of hearing—also provide a means for the Deaf community to preserve their language, socialize, connect with other Deaf people, give their opinions, and simply have fun. The possibilities are endless!


Socialization


An elderly Deaf man told me about how he would catch a train in the 1940s for a four-hour ride to visit the Deaf club on the weekends. Another Deaf man said that before he got a TTY (a device that allows communication on the phone by typing on a keyboard) in the late 1970s, he and his wife would drive up to three hours to visit their Deaf friends in other cities. They would make the arrangement by exchanging letters, but sometimes a visit would be a spur-of-the-moment adventure with no guarantee that their Deaf friends would be home. Whether in Deaf clubs, community events, restaurants, or homes, Deaf people feel a strong need to socialize with each other. They crave the social contact that is absent from their home life, school, and workplace when no one else signs in these places. Socializing among themselves keeps Deaf people abreast of news in the Deaf community and provides emotional support.


Organizations and Clubs


Given the importance of socializing, it is only natural that Deaf people would have their own clubs and organizations. The first known organizations to form in the United States were alumni associations established by graduates of schools for the Deaf. Schools for the Deaf foster a bond between their students and forge strong ties with Deaf people across the state. Alumni associations provide a means for Deaf people to maintain contact with each other as well as to help the schools that brought them together. Deaf clubs are another natural offspring of schools for the Deaf, and many of them are founded in the same city in which the schools are located. Other groups are devoted to providing opportunities for community members, such as sports and recreation and activities for senior citizens.


Schools for the Deaf


The hub of many Deaf communities is often a residential school for the Deaf. Almost every state and province has at least one. Children either attend these schools and stay in the dormitories, going home every weekend, or they commute to the school on a daily basis. There are also day schools for the Deaf where all students are commuters. Since the founding of the first school in Hartford in 1817, residential schools have played a prominent role in defining the Deaf community. Children growing up together in a residential setting develop lifelong friendships. Indeed, many Deaf people will say that the older Deaf students and the adults—and especially the Deaf adults—who cared for them in the residences were like family to them. Schools for the Deaf are a haven of Deaf culture, offering a lifestyle that cannot be replicated elsewhere.




ASL TIP


A Note on Humor


Humor is an important part of Deaf culture. Deaf people, much like members of other minority communities, sometimes use humor to help cope with pain from any injustice or prejudice they face. Humor and jokes are used to pass on information about Deaf history and can be found in art, language, and storytelling from generation to generation.





Deaf Pride


Deaf people live in a world that is largely made for people who can hear and speak. Consider how you would feel if you were Deaf and had to deal with the following: dialogue in a movie, negotiations with a car salesperson, inspecting a house with a realtor, the weather forecast in the event of an impending storm and having only a radio in the house to learn about it, going through customs at an international airport, filing an accident report with the police, indicating that you were overcharged by a cashier, and giving directions to a person who is lost. These are just a fraction of the situations that Deaf people encounter in their day-to-day interactions in society. The fact is, however, that Deaf people do get along in many of these situations, and it is this success in the face of such strong communication barriers that instills them with pride. Their many responses to these situations may be a result of on-the-spot ingenuity or technological adaptation that you will read about later in this chapter. Whatever their response, Deaf people are proud of their place in society. They are proud of their history and of their culture, which is how they have adjusted to society. Quite simply, many Deaf people are proud to be Deaf and would want it no other way. This pride is one of the reasons why Deaf people tend to hug one another during greetings and why many of them will marry another Deaf person.


Many other aspects of the Deaf community make Deaf culture a distinctive and desirable choice in life. These aspects are all woven together with the linguistic thread of ASL.


Technology and Other Adaptations




Many of the technological advances for the majority in our society have penalized Deaf people. This irony emerges most clearly in telecommunications. The invention of the telephone made it difficult for Deaf people to compete in the labor market. Radio became an important means of broadcasting information, whether commercial, political, governmental, or whatever, further cutting off Deaf people from the larger society surrounding them. Television did little to improve the situation, though it embraced the technology that could have (and to some extent does) include Deaf people. Talking pictures were a blow to the entertainment and education of Deaf people; they could enjoy the “silents” on par with the rest of the audience. But Deaf people and their supporters have not passively accepted the status quo. They have taken steps to reduce the handicap the new technologies have imposed.


—Jerome Schein
At Home Among Strangers





Written more than 20 years ago, this account of everyday struggle was not uncommon for Deaf individuals. Only in recent years have technological developments arisen that help rather than hamper the lives of Deaf people. I am reminded of this each time I stay in a hotel. In the past, when I had to wake up early in order to catch a flight home, I would ask the hotel staff to come into my room at a certain time and turn the light on. One morning, I happened to wake up thirty minutes after the time I had asked to be awakened. I noticed a sheet of paper that had been slipped under the door with the message, “It is 4:30 A.M., time to wake up. The hotel management.” More amazing is the fact that I had heard the same story from other Deaf people and so I had warned the staff about the necessity of actually turning on the light. Today when I stay at a hotel, I set an alarm that vibrates under my pillow. I make calls on a TTY to confirm that my flight is leaving as scheduled. I answer the door or the telephone when a light flashes in the room. I hope the flashing light for the fire alarm never goes off. I then nod off to sleep watching a late-night movie that is fully captioned. Now, Deaf people have technology at their fingertips that was unimaginable 20 years ago. FaceTime, text messaging, and alarm systems are considered to be new advances for the Deaf community, and all these little wonders are provided at no extra charge by hotels. Let’s explore these technological wonders.


Telecommunication Technology


TTY


Although a TTY is old technology, it is important to learn about its existence and the major impact it had on the Deaf community. Telecommunication technology had its first major impact on the Deaf community with the introduction of the teletypewriter. Known as a TTY, this device was invented in the 1960s by Robert Weitbrecht, a Deaf physicist and electrical engineer. The principle of the TTY is that signals are sent over a normal phone line that are translated to letters and symbols that can be read either off a scroll of paper and/or an LCD display. The TTY itself looks like a keyboard similar to that used with a computer but smaller. A regular telephone handset is rested on a coupler on top of the TTY. Pressing the keys produces a series of tones, which are the signals that are received and sent after a number has been dialed and a connection with another TTY is made.


Videophones


Videophones are the current generation of telecommunication access for Deaf people. These systems have a camera mounted on top of a screen or a built-in camera so that two people can communicate using sign language. One Deaf individual calls another Deaf individual simply by dialing the number as is done on a phone. Instead of a noisy ringer, videophones will have flashing lights that indicate a call is coming through. It is safe to say that almost every Deaf household has one. A common spot for a videophone is anywhere an individual spends a lot of time, whether it be in the kitchen, living room, basement, or all three.


VRS


Telecommunication access for Deaf people also involves the Video Relay System (VRS), which is a form of the Telecommunication Relay Service (TRS). These services assist people with hearing loss to communicate with the hearing community through video equipment and a communications assistant (CA), who is a qualified ASL interpreter, thus enabling Deaf or hard-of-hearing people to communicate through sign language, rather than through a typed text. With this system, the Deaf person calls the CA using a television or computer with video conferencing equipment, such as a videophone, and a high-speed Internet connection. The CA relay operator makes the call to the hearing person and relays the conversation to each person in either sign language (to the Deaf person) or voice (to the hearing person). With the use of the VRS, Deaf people can communicate in their own language, rather than having to type their messages. Several service providers offer equipment free of charge for Deaf or hard-of-hearing people; however, the Internet is necessary. Deaf or hard-of-hearing people are responsible for paying for high-speed access; therefore, VRS is not the reality for all.
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