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Sign languages

Natural languages that appear wherever there is
a Deaf community

Not universal (American vs. British SL)
Independent of the spoken language of the area

The only natural language fully accessible to
persons with severe hearing loss

Community + Language = Culture

Deafness

Audiologically: Hearing loss (over 90 dB)
Culturally: part of the Deaf community
Not a simple relationship

Influenced by many factors: onset of hearing
loss, family, education, life experiences,
chance...




Medical vs. Cultural

[I’m] deaf according to my hearing status. But |
developed myself, and I learned so that [...]
many say that I’'m hard-of-hearing. (M11)

In my family, my hearing is the best, I'm hard-

of-hearing, [but] I say | am Deaf. | grew up in a
Deaf family, | studied in a deaf class, the whole
family, everyone is deaf, so I say | am Deaf. (13)

Prelingual deafness

Loss of hearing before the acquisition of a first
language
Acquisition of sign language in school (if at all)

Severe delays in language acquisition, social
cognition, etc.
Unless the child is born to a Deaf family (<10%)

Deaf learners will often lack a solid foundation
in L1




Deaf education

 Schools for the deaf often ban sign language
(oralist method)

* Integration may separate the child from the
Deaf community and SL

o. Deaf learners:
extreme diversity of backgrounds and abilities

Our interview study

* What characterizes the FL language learning
experience of deaf and hard-of-hearing learners?

» What are the experiences and views of
successful D/HH learners concerning their
teachers?

« What are their experiences concerning the
groups they studied in?




Method

Semi-structured interviews
With the help(?) of sign language interpreters

Voice-recorded or videotaped (according to our
possibilities and the wishes of the participants)

Transcripts analysed using MAXQDA 2007

Two independent coders agreed on emergent
themes

Participants

Successful learners: should be able to effectively
use the foreign language for everyday
communication purposes (in writing)

Maximum variety sampling
8 men and 7 women
Age range: 18-60 years
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Motivation

Participants were found to be highly motivated

Instrumental motivation (jobs, accessing
iInformation)

International communication
Curiosity, the joy of learning, challenge
* ,,to show what the Deaf are capable of” (B146)




The teacher

 Positive attitudes towards the teacher: the
teacher was nice, there was a good
relationship between the teacher and the
students

* these teachers were reported to be patient
with the students, to pay attention to them,
toaccept their needs, spend time and work
together with them

Positive experiences

The first two teachers were good because
they also wanted me to succeed in learning
English. They helped me, at the end of the
class we discussed the material, they put
everything on the board, the English words.
[... They ] always waited for us to copy
everything into our exercise books. [...] We
did the exercises together. (D57)




Negative experiences

When | didn’t understand something, I went up
to her at the at the end of the class to ask her to
explain, and she said ‘I will tell you later’ and she
left. She didn’t help me when | wanted to ask
something, she always managed to get rid of me.
| thought she did not pay attention to me
because of my deafness. (D56)

The teacher took away my desire to learn. (D40)

,.First of all, patience”
(D148)
Deaf people need great patience [...] if
somebody is impatient of course that will
discourage students (1205-215)

The teacher should [...] have infinite patience
(D115)

Patience and attitude is needed [...] attitude

means that the relationship of the student and
the teacher is [...] like a father with his son...
that is, maintaining a relationship. (L183-1899




Good relationship

[The good relationship between the teacher and
the students, and the fact that she could sign]
was important, because it motivated us to learn
English. The majority of the group was deaf [...]
when she signed they could progress faster and
more easily. [G120]

With sign language, often the deaf also helped
the teacher, how to teach with signing. They
helped each other. (O178)

SL plays an important role

[The fact that the teacher was willing to
sign was important because], we felt that
she wants us to understand and to get
100% of the information. This had a
positive effect on us, we were also more
eager to communicate with her. We
accepted her better. (198)




The teacher who tried

A new teacher came [...] she had never heard of
deaf people, and she was scared. She spoke, we
didn’t understand, and this began to frustrate
her, and she cried. But in the end, she stayed and
tried. Two years later we adored her, because she
was trying, she asked us to help, how to sign,
and well, hats off to her, it does matter what
kind of effect the teacher has on us [...] If we
see that she doesn’t care about the deaf, it won’t
work. (198)

Knowing how to teach deaf students

The teacher was kind. | was the first deaf
person, she didn’t know what to do with me.
(H176)

She was a good [...] teacher, she knew how to
deal with the deaf and hard-of hearing. (E55)

She knew the method, how to work with the
deaf. (E61)
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[The good teacher] likes working with the deaf.
He can adapt to the way of thinking of the deaf.
They need to be taught a bit differently. (G178)

| think the teacher should be able to think
visually. Secondly, they have to understand deaf
people’s thinking, know what is difficult for
them. (E113)

Deaf teacher

Because a hearing person may learn to sign, but
still he doesn’t know the thinking of deaf
people. This slows down language learning.
(0210)

And that’s why I say that hearing teacher for the
hearing, and deaf teacher for the deaf. This is
optimal. (L175)
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The ideal teacher

cares about Deaf students

IS patient

knows sign language

knows the deaf way of thinking
is Deaf

The group

Our participants learned foreign languages in a
variety of settings, but they studied in groups
most of the time

Hearing
Deaf
Deaf+HH
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In a hearing group: isolation

individual exercises while others speak

couldn’t follow speech (teacher and students),
lipreading impossible

pace to fast, couldn’t follow

couldn’t practice pronunciation

hearing students do not understand deaf
student’s speech

hearing students are impatient and
mock/laugh at deaf student

In the beginning I tried lipreading, but for me it
was simply impossibe to follow somehow, and
also the others laughed at me. If everybody is
deaf, and the teacher is patient, that’s different,
but I studied among hearing people, | couldn’t
pronounce well. 1 tried, everyone looked at me
they even mocked me a little, so | gave up, |
stopped [trying to speak]. (C79)
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Deaf group

* Better suited (thinking, method, pace)
e Students are not isolated

 Easier, more convenient

« Small group size (3-10)

But...

It doesn’t suit me, | don’t like it at all, because
teaching is very slow, [...] and I like my own
pace. [...] The deaf [...], you always have to tell
them to watch, they progress very slowly. (F130)

The problem was that | always learnt too much,
the others did not learn it, did not understand,
and so we progressed very slowly. (121)
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Streaming may be necessary

| would gladly study together with those who are
bright and quick-witted. Then I will also
succeed. If someone has difficulties that will
slow down my progress, t00.(D120)

Those, who have similar thinking and abilities
should study together. (E159)

Deaf and HH together

The hard-of-hearing should know sign language,
because the deaf communicate with that. Then
it’s possible. Buti f not, it will be difficult to
work together. They should have a common
language. (M161)
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Individual learning

The truth is that | wanted to go to an English
course in the last 4-5 years, but | don’'t have the
possibility. Because in a hearing group, | cannot
follow due to oral communication. With the
deaf, I cannot follow because of the slow pace.
Neither this, nor that. A private teacher is the
best. (B223)

| grew up among the hearing. 1 couldn’t sign.
The truth is that | belong neither to the hearing
nor to the Deaf. [...] I'm somewhere between
the two. (B215)

The lessons we learned

Deaf students are motivated to learn foreign
languages and they can succeed

The teacher and the group plays an important
role in facilitating their learning

Goodness of fit;
teacher-learners, learners-learners
There isn’'t one solution that will fit all
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The teacher

 Should be ready to adapt

 Should be informed about the needs of D/HH
students and prepared to teach them

 Should be able to use sign language

The group

 The abilities, background and preferences of
students should be considered

(preferred language, educational experiences,
cultural identity)

* Integration not suitable for most students

e When it is a must, it should be done with great
care (preparation of both teacher and students)

 Groups should be streamed
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What needs to be done

Further research into the learning processes of
the Deaf

Training of teachers in sign language

Training of teachers in methodology
Development of FLT methodology for the Deaf
Providing special courses for D/HH learners

Thank you.

annasafar@gmail.com

18



