Listening for Silenced Voices: Teaching
Writing to Deaf Students and What It
Can Teach Us about Composition Studies

> Jessica Seessel
New Voice

This article describes working with a deaf student in a basic writing course and explores
what teaching deaf students can teach us about composition studies.

For many writing teachers, helping students discover, explore, refine and, most im-
portantly, inhabit their “voices” is both our greatest challenge and pleasure. Voice,
we tell them, is what your writing sounds like when someone reads it; it is your
personality on the page; it is you speaking to the reader.This is challenging for writ-
ers of any level, but especially so for the developmental writing students like those
with whom I work at Westchester Community College (WCC) in Valhalla, New
York. Developmental writers often freeze when asked to put pen to paper, having
internalized eighteen or more years of being told they “cannot write.”” Many of them
have been urged to focus on grammar and spelling and told that if they can solve
those deficits they will be able to write.I and many similar-thinking writing teachers
ask them, instead, to “be themselves,” to “talk” on the page so that they can begin
to discover their “voices.” At the beginning, we urge, do not worry about grammar
or spelling. Get your ideas down. Let your voice flow. Once you find your voice,
then, if we still need to, we will work on the nitty-gritty of grammar, spelling, and
sentence structure. But with no words on the page, there is nothing to work with.

But what happens if you are deaf? What happens to students whose voices
are not primarily speaking voices? What about the student whose voice “sounds”
like arms waving through the air; fingers touching each other rapidly or slowly; big,
broad or sometimes slow, gentle swoops? In other words, what of the student whose
primary mode of communication is sign language, a language whose grammar is
so different from standard written English that there is no widely accepted way to
adequately represent it using a written language?

This is the story of one such student—Kasmira—and one writing teacher—
me—and what we learned together about teaching, learning, and writing in the
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fall semester of 2010 at WCC. In this article I explore the issue of teaching deaf
and hard-of-hearing students in our mainstreamed classrooms and argue that the
lessons I learned not only are relevant to the teaching of deaf and hard-of-hearing
students but also can inform the teaching of all composition students.

Background Information

Kasmira was my student in Basic Writing II (a non-credit-bearing composi-
tion course into which students are placed based on an entrance exam). She is a
nineteen-year-old Indian American who was born in Western India prematurely
and was deaf at birth. At home, her parents speak Gujarati, the native language of
the Western province of Gujarat, and some Hindi. In addition, she and her family
invented a language with which to communicate (deaf people often invent “pidgin
sign languages” if they are otherwise unable to communicate [Baker and Cokely
73]). From the time she was born until she was five, Kasmira’s parents tried to “cure”
her deafness and sent her to various doctors and speech therapists, one of whom
had her wear headphones and listen to noises in an attempt to make her hear.When
she was five, Kasmira went to what she calls “hearing school” and was instructed
in Gujarati. There was no deaf education in the part of India where Kasmira lived,
and Kasmira’s doctors advised her family to move to the United States.

‘When she was seven, Kasmira and her family moved to Chicago to live with
relatives. She was enrolled in traditional elementary school, but the school sug-
gested that she would do better in a school with a program for deaf students. She
enrolled in a school that mainstreamed deaf students and describes the experience
of beginning in her new school:

I met many students like me, and they communicated with American Sign
Language (ASL).I was so amazed seeing them communicate with each other. I
thought I was the only one who was deaf. I thought I am the only the one deaf
person in the world. My parents were speechless, because they had never seen
other deaf students.

Kasmira’s narration of her discovery that she was not the “only one deaf person in
the world” is interesting, not only because she captures a poignant “aha” moment,
but also because of the implied power shift: her parents were rendered “speechless.”
Kasmira’s adjective choice highlights the way that learning ASL would both allow
her to communicate with others who know ASL, and also leave her alienated from
her parents, who do not know ASL.

After a year at Alexander Graham Bell Elementary School in Chicago,
Kasmira and her parents moved to Mount Vernon, New York, and Kasmira began
attending the New York School for the Deaf (NYSD) in Valhalla. There she was
taught some ASL and some signed English (more on this later), and she began to
learn standard written English. Depending on how we count, standard written
English 1s Kasmira’s fourth or fifth language.

An initial look at Kasmira’s writing showed what I learned were errors not
atypical of many ASL students. All Basic Writing students at WCC are required to
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pass a timed Exit Exam in order to move on to the credit-bearing composition
sequence. Here are the first two paragraphs from Kasmira’s first attempt at this exit
exam,' where she was asked to “define a good leader”:

In this world, many of good leaders are successful because their qualities were
amazing. So I think the good leaders should are have some of qualities like hon-
estly, leaderships and work hard.

Honestly is one of the most important part of quality, because the leaders should
to be honestly if the leaders was not honestly then how they become successful
without their honestly. Also the people will not trust to the leader who doesn’t
have a good honestly. For example Barack Obama of the U.S.A. president, he is a
very honest person and he won of the vote because of his honestly was successful
and the people trusted him. From my experience my parents was a good leader
because they always honestly with me and with other people too. So if the lead-
ers are honestly then they will be successful of their quality.

This excerpt shows a grasp of the basic structure of a five-paragraph essay.
Kasmira has a clear thesis: “[G]ood leaders should are have . . . honestly, leaderships
and work hard”;a clear topic sentence: “Honestly is one of the most important .. .”;
and offers two examples of honest leaders: Barack Obama and her parents. Her
spelling is also strong. This excerpt (and the full essay), however, lacks development.
Some of the grammatical issues seen here, I came to learn, are typical of many
deaf students (Nickerson; Toscano, McKee and Lepoutre; Channon and Sayers):
problems with verb use, confusion over parts of speech (“honestly” vs. “honesty”),
and difficulty with articles. A 2002 review of the past fifty years of research on deaf
students’ writing reports that:

deaf students generally produce shorter and less structurally variable sentences
than hearing peers, when they produce complete sentences at all. Although they
are generally as competent as hearing peers in the use of punctuation and spell-
ing, deaf children tend to use “stock” words and phrases repeatedly in a text, and
they use more articles and nouns and fewer adverbs and conjunctions. Words are
frequently omitted, and sentences generally less syntactically complete and less
well interconnected in compositions than their hearing peers. (Marschark, Lang,
and Albertini 172)

To put this in some context, “At age 17, the average deaf student has the same
number of compound and complex sentences as the average 10-year-old hearing
student, and the average sentence length is equal to the average for an 8-year-old
hearing student” (Channon and Sayers 91).

When I first encountered Kasmira and her writing, I did not know these
errors were typical of deaf students, nor did I know why she might be making these
kinds of errors. I knew next to nothing about teaching a deaf student or about
the structure and syntax of ASL (or any other sign language). So, like any good
teacher-scholar confronted with a new pedagogical question, I did some research.
Although I found a lot of fascinating information about the politics of deaf edu-
cation (many discussions focusing on the controversy about whether to use ASL
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or Signed English in deat education), and papers describing common errors deaf
writers make, I found little about teaching writing to mainstreamed deaf students,
especially at the college level. This article is an attempt to fill in some of the gaps in
the available literature, provide some basic information, and suggest some strategies
for nonspecialized professors teaching deaf students. I have organized the article
into “Lessons” and found that many of these lessons are relevant for all composition
teachers, not just those who have deaf students in their classes. Before these lessons,
though, it is crucial to have some background about deaf education and ASL.

Some Context on Deaf Education

Although deaf students lag significantly behind their hearing counterparts in writing,
it is important to note that not all of them struggle. Predictors of success for deaf
students are, not surprisingly, similar to predictors of success for all students. A study
of successful deaf college students found the following were the main contribu-
tory factors to success: high parental involvement in the students’ education; high
parental expectations; enjoyment of reading and writing; good communication with
families (whether through ASL or another method did not seem to matter); early
development of basic reading and writing skills; demanding middle and high school
experiences, and a positive self-image (Toscano, McKee,and Lepoutre 20-22). Other
research indicates that socioeconomic status is a predictor of academic success for
deaf and hard-of-hearing students (Antia, R eed, and Kreimeryer 252), just as it is for
their hearing counterparts,. There is no evidence that deaf students are statistically
less afluent nor that have any less parental support than hearing students, but many
deaf students do not develop early literacy skills (these clear lags are documented
below), and many do not have access to demanding middle and high school experi-
ences. This is certainly true for Kasmira, whose early literacy was minimal and who
was not taught consistently in ASL so therefore she did not develop solid literacy
in any language. Although a detailed discussion of the history of deaf education is
outside the scope of this article, I think it is important that mainstream classroom
teachers have a general overview of the issues related to deaf education.

In 1817, Reverend Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet and Laurent Clerc opened
the first institution for deaf education in the United States, the American Asylum
for the Deaf (Sacks 22). Gallaudet and Clerc were inspired by the French Abbé
de ’Epée, who had helped to develop and legitimize sign language in France in
the mid-1700s and founded a school for the deaf in 1755. By the time he died in
1789, he and the teachers he trained “had established twenty-one schools for the
deaf in France and Europe” (17). Gallaudet and his colleagues adapted de 'Epée’s
methods and helped develop ASL; in 1864, Gallaudet College (now Gallaudet
University) was founded and became “the only liberal arts college for deaf students
in the world—though there are now several programs and institutes for the deaf
associated with technical colleges” (24). These institutions were successful. Deaf
students in Europe and the United States became literate, educated people. There
were no systemic problems of literacy acquisition such as those I mention in this
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paper. So, what happened? How did we get to where we are? The answer is oralism,
the belief that deaf people should not be taught an “alternate” language but should
instead be taught to speak and read lips; in other words, that they should be forced
to conform to the dominant hearing culture. Oliver Sacks explains the rebellion
against teaching students ASL and educating deaf students in ASL:

there had been for . .. centuries [a] feeling, from teachers and parents of deaf
children, that the goal of deaf education should be teaching the deaf how to
speak. . .. What good, it was asked, was the use of signs without speech? Would
this not restrict deaf people, in daily life, to intercourse with other deaf people?
Should not speech (and lip reading) be taught instead, allowing a full integration
of the deaf into the general population? Should not signing be proscribed, lest it
interfere with speech? (25)

Sacks, Harlan Lane, and others have persuasively demonstrated that this shift away
from ASL and toward a forced acquisition of speech, or the use of invented “Signed
English,” which attempts (not very eftectively) to imitate the syntax of English, did
not work. In the 1700s ’Epée figured out a system that worked: teach deaf students
in their native language—Sign—and they will then acquire literacy skills in other
languages. Despite the clear success of 'Epée and Gallaudet, after the 1880 Second
World Congress to Improve the Welfare of the Deat and the Blind, deaf education
shifted radically. Lane explains that “the policy of annihilating signed languages by
substituting spoken languages washed over Europe like a flood tide. Many people
and schools were swept up in the idea of ‘oralism’” (Lane 115). The Milan resolu-
tion declared that speech was “incontestably superior to sign” (125), and European
deaf education quickly transformed from a dual curriculum in sign language and
the country’s official language to a forced oralism. This trend quickly spread to
the United States, and, despite the fact that the National Association of the Deaf
opposed this movement, schools across the United States moved away from the
model proven to work in the 1700s. Although this debate continues to this day,
there has been a recent move back to educating deaf students in ASL and English,
as the “research data clearly show that students (from both deaf and hearing home
backgrounds) who have developed strong ASL proficiently have significantly better
prospects for developing adequate English literacy skills” (Cummins). Since most
of the deaf students we will encounter in our composition courses will be fluent
in—or at least have some background in—ASL, it is important that we have a basic
understanding of this fascinating, complicated language.

Toward an Understanding of American Sign Language (ASL)

Most composition teachers have some understanding about English Language
Learners (ELL). Most of us are aware that many of our students speak languages
other than English at home, with friends, family, and sometimes coworkers, and are
therefore at a disadvantage when it comes to learning standard written English. I
am not so sure, however, that we have that same awareness about deaf or hard-of-
hearing students.
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Charlotte Baker and Dennis Cokely, professors at Gallaudet University, urge
us to consider the unique ways in which deaf students communicate. They point
out that “most personal and social information-sharing [between deaf people] oc-
curs . .. through a language specially shaped for the eyes rather than the ears” (58).
Not only do deaf students rely on ASL for many of their close relationships, but,
Sacks argues, ASL is also “a fundamental language of the brain” (35). Sacks posits
that language processing for deaf people is literally wired difterently. While hear-
ing people do not regularly dream with written text, deaf students may see the
visual use of hands in their dreams (35). Despite the huge impact having ASL as a
primary language has on deaf students, many professors are woefully ignorant not
only about what ASL is, but also about its unique grammar and the way having
ASL as a primary language may affect deaf writers.

Sign language is a “visual gestural” language with its own grammatical
structure. Lane poetically explains that “ASL [has] its own genius to conduct its
grammatical housekeeping: utilizing space, direction of movement, handshapes, and
facial expression, among other things” (110).ASL grammar does not have pronouns,
prepositions, or conjunctions but instead uses space and the signer’s body as gram-
matical markers. The differences between English and ASL may impact the way
deaf students learn English. As Baker and Cokely explain:

A .. .reason why some members of the Deaf Community may have difficulty

in learning English has to do with the nature of these two languages—ASL and
English. English is an aural-oral language with its own vocabulary and syntax.
The vocabulary and syntax of English have developed within a community of
users who can speak and hear. ASL, however, is a visual-gestural language with its
own community of users who rely upon their bodies and eyes. The differences
between these two languages in the areas of vocabulary and syntax are significant.
If the classroom teacher is not sensitive to these differences, they may hinder the child’s
acquisition of English. (Baker and Cokely 64, emphasis added)

Although readers interested in all the complexities of ASL and the ways it varies
from English are urged to read further (Baker and Cokely are a great starting place),
some of the “significant” differences include the following:

> Tense markers.Verb tense is marked not by conjugating a verb, but by moving
one’s body in space. Moving one’s body backward (away from the speaker),
signals past tense, and forward (toward the speaker) future tense (Cilmi). Sacks
emphasizes that “[t]he single most remarkable feature of Sign—that which
distinguishes it from all other languages and mental activities—is its unique
linguistic use of space” (88). Deaf students especially have problems with
modal and auxiliary verbs (Channon and Sayers 98).

> Use of names. Names are uncommon in ASL. Proper names are rarely used.?
Instead, people are referred to locationally or have a sign associated with
them. This also affects pronoun use: she, I, he, etc. are signaled by a gesture.
Deaf students tend to struggle less with the first-person pronouns and more
with plurals and neuter forms. Channon and Sayers suggest, “[f]or the third-
person singular neuter, this may be because it is often used as a dummy
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subject without a clear referent (as in it is raining, it is clear that, it is likely to
be)” (97).

> Word order. As Baker and Cokely note, “Word Order is an important gram-
matical signal in English that indicates the grammatical role (e.g. subject,
objection) of the symbols in English sentences” (Baker and Cokely 31). This
is not the case for many other languages (Russian, Swahili, Finnish, Latin, and
Greek), which “do not rely as much on word order” to show meaning, but
rather on “inflection.” (32). This is also the case with ASL. Baker and Cokely
explain that “in this regard, ASL is more like Latin and Russian. ASL tends to
change the form of the signs themselves to show grammatical relationships,
rather than to rely on word/sign order to show those relationships” (32).

> Use of “function words” like prepositions, articles, and conjunctions (Singelton
et al. 89). ASL sets a scene, and then the action is played out in the scene. For
example, to articulate “The boy ran up the tree,” the signer would signal a tree
with her or his left or right hand and then, with the other hand, show a boy
running up this tree (Cilmi). Note that the, up, and the are all missing in ASL.

> Use of the forms of the verb have and do. Some studies (Singelton et al.)
count these as “function verbs” because they so often function as auxiliary
verbs. Because tense is marked by the signer’s body position, ASL does not
regularly use auxiliary verbs.

It is also crucial to understand that ASL has no widely accepted written form.
Even though Baker and Cokely were forced to develop a transcription system for
ASL in order to write a textbook about the grammar of ASL, they caution:“None
of the transcription systems that are currently used in linguistic research on ASL
are complete. None of these systems ‘capture’ all of the linguistic information that
is communicated in ASL sentences” (Baker and Cokely 1). A more recent attempt
to transcribe ASL is called “Written ASL” or “si5s” (“About ASLwrite”). Developed
in 2003 and presented at the National Deaf Expo in 2012 (si5s),“’s15s’ is an English
gloss of the handshapes that make up the sign for ‘fluent ASL signing’ (“About
ASLwrite”) and seeks to “clearly define the elements of [ASL]—its depth, height,
distance, landscape, and region” (si5s). It remains to be seen if this system will be-
come an accepted, widespread written form of ASL.

An understanding of the way ASL functions ofters a way to think not only
about teaching deaf students but also about issues of multiple literacies, multimodal
composition, and whether today’s students are “wired differently” because of their
early and constant exposure to technology. The lessons I learned from my experi-
ence with and research about teaching deaf students are similarly relevant.

Lesson |: Classroom Discussion Must Be Carefully Structured

Deaf students can fully participate in whole-class discussion, group work, and
individual work—but the instructor must facilitate this full participation. The
deaf student should always be able to see the person who is talking and her or
his interpreter. This means instructors must take extra time whenever the seating
configuration changes.
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I guide a student-centered classroom that thrives on active class discussion,
but I learned I had to be more vigilant about enforcing that only one student speak
at a time. Interpreters cannot interpret two people at once, nor can deaf people
lip-read more than one person at a time. Whereas many hearing folks can track
two—or three—conversations (at least tangentially), interpreters —obviously—can
translate only one conversation at a time.

Similarly, I could not allow any sort of crosstalk, mumbling under breath,
or side comments between students because this background noise interferes with
the interpreter’s ability to sign. Many of our community college students (and this
is especially true of those in developmental courses) need help learning what it
means to be in a classroom community and when and how it is appropriate to
participate in class discussions. One of the ways I attempt to build this culture is by
allowing them to experiment and take ownership of the way discussions function.
If I'm doing my job right, I find that at some point in the semester students will
realize they want a respectful space in which to have dialogue, and they begin to
self-monitor. With a deaf student in my class, I could not allow this atmosphere
to develop organically. Instead, I was forced into what I felt was an uncomfortable
schoolmarm role, constantly shushing and chastising students.

Although this new role felt awkward, what is interesting is that this change
benefited not only Kasmira but all of the students. Four young white men, with all
the privilege in the world, were asked over and over to be quiet. Instead of devel-
oping into a power struggle between me and them (as is too often the case with
disruptive students), it became an issue of equal access, and they began policing
each other, knowing that to talk out of turn would automatically exclude Kasmira
from the discussion. Because there was a good reason for this rule (rather than just
because the professor “said s0”), students were more apt to comply. A more orderly,
slower-paced room also allowed more access to some of my ESL students. Silent
listening and respect were valued, and this allowed my quiet Guatemalan young
man to come out of his shell and participate.

Lesson 2: How to Work with an Interpreter

For many instructors—even those of us who have been teaching for a long time—
meeting a group of students for the first time is hard. It is even harder when there
is an “extra” person in the room (we can all relate to this when we are observed).
Having had no experience with a deaf student nor having had any sort of interpreter
in a class before, I was worried not only about how I was supposed to interact with
the interpreter, but also about having someone in the room judging my teach-
ing. Although part of me was tempted to just pretend the interpreter wasn’t there
(which is, according to Climi and Parashis, what many professors do), I learned to
acknowledge and consult with the interpreter about upcoming video presentations,
changes in class schedules, and so forth.

I am still not totally comfortable with an interpreter in my room. On the
days when class is going wonderfully, it is terrific to have someone there to see it.
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However, on days when the lesson falls flat, it is extra painful to know that someone
else is witnessing the failure.

In a developmental writing class of twenty-four students, it is nearly impos-
sible to give all of the students the individual attention they need. At the beginning
of the semester, I made the mistake of leaving Kasmira for last as I made my way
around the classroom conferencing with students because, I wrongly assumed, she
had the help of her interpreter.’ Interpreters are not tutors, unless they are spe-
cifically trained. Generally, the role of the interpreter is to be the “voice and ears
of the deaf student” (Parashis). This means the interpreter is ethically bound to
translate everything—even insults. Similarly, she or he cannot embellish or explain
something that is not clear: that is the teacher’s job. In a teacher’ initial discussion
with the interpreter and student, the teacher must clarify the interpreter’s role. The
roles differ from institution to institution and from interpreter to interpreter. It is
crucial to understand the specific role to which the interpreter is assigned. In the
case of Kasmira, her interpreter was just that: an interpreter.

Lesson 4: Develop Strategies to Include Deaf Students

Like any person who is “different,” deaf people sufter discrimination. Lane explains
that this discrimination serves to both stigmatize deaf people and to label them as
sick and therefore less capable (22). But, of course, just because a student is deaf
does not mean she or he is unable to communicate. To many this seems obvious,
but interviews with interpreters reveal that many professors talk only to the in-
terpreter—or to neither the deaf student nor the interpreter (Cilmi). Many deaf
students have interpreters assigned to them for time outside of class, so teachers can
arrange individual meetings with their deaf students. Even if an interpreter is not
available, there are ways to conference with deaf students (via writing, for example).
In interviews with interpreters, I have heard stories of professors simply skipping
over a deaf student during a group discussion. Angeliki Parashis, counselor for the
deaf, hard-of-hearing and visually impaired at WCC, speculates that a professor
would do this for one of two reasons: the professor assumes the deaf student does
not want to participate, or the professor does not want to tolerate what she calls
the “lag time,” which is the time it takes for an interpreter to sign the question, get
the response, and then vocalize the deaf student’s answer. Usually the lag time is
about fourteen seconds (Parashis). Fourteen seconds may not seem long on paper,
but when a teacher is used to a lively class discussion, it means tolerating a more
moderate pace. Again, this lesson can be applied to others who may need extra
time to participate: shy students, ESL students, stutters, and students with learning
disabilities, for example.

Allowing deaf students (or any other traditionally marginalized students)
to participate, even though it may take longer, benefits both the deaf students and
the hearing students as well. By the end of the semester, Kasmira occasionally felt
comfortable joining our class discussions, and students were clearly glad she did.
They did, however, need some coaching in how to respond to Kasmira: they tended
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to direct their responses to me, saying, “When she [pointing at Kasmira] said. . .
71 encouraged them to talk to her, and sometimes they did. When we discussed
Bharati Mukherjee’s “Twwo Ways of Belonging in America,”a “tale of two sisters from
Calcutta, Mira and Bharati, who find themselves on different sides of the current
debate over the status of immigrants” (Mukherjee 421), Kasmira was active in class
discussion. She served as a sort of classroom expert because she is an immigrant
from India, and students asked her to fill in some details about Indian culture. Most
interesting is that she and other students from various countries (Ecuador, Mexico,
Korea, Italy) talked to each other about their immigration stories and their fami-
lies” decisions about how much of their native culture to preserve. A lively debate
ensued about what was the “right” thing to do, and also about how hard it is to be
a young “American” student and also a member of a first-generation immigrant
family. Clearly, deaf students are completely capable of participating fully in class
activities—if given the time and space.To ignore them does a disservice not only
to them but also to the other students in the class.

Lesson 5: Be Vigilant about the Accessibility of A/V Materials

I learned the hard way to check ahead about accessibility of audiovisual materials.
During one class, I had planned to use a YouTube clip and didn’t check ahead to
see if it were subtitled. So, on the fly, I turned on the YouTube closed captioning,
only to find out that it was not an adequate translation. Not only did it not help
my deaf student, but it also distracted the other students who laughed at the silly
translations (the highlight was semen for sea men). 1 didn’t learn my lesson the first
time, and several semesters later, when I had two deaf students in my class, I sched-
uled a class visit to a campus screening of the documentary Miss Representation.
When the interpreter asked if I had checked if it were close captioned, I admitted
I had forgotten. It turns out that the film is not close captioned, but I had already
announced the movie, and my deaf students were very interested in attending. They
saw the movie with two interpreters signing during the film. This was obviously
not an equitable solution.

Lesson 6: Recognize the Significant Differences between ASL and ESL Students

Although writing samples from ESL and deaf students appear, on a quick read,
very similar (Andrews and Rusher; Singelton et al.), a closer look at the differ-
ences between the writing of ESL students and deaf students reveals something
quite different: “Auditory access . . . ofters ESL learners a distinct advantage over
Deaf learners” (Singelton et al. 91). In a recent study, hearing ESL students were
more closely aligned with monolingual English speakers in terms of vocabulary
use, length of writing, and use of function words. “It is clear that hearing gives one
an undeniable advantage in terms of exposure to the probabilistic patterns of vo-
cabulary in English” (96). It has long been recognized that students who are fluent
in their native language do better when learning a second language. As mentioned
above, this logic applies to ASL students as well (those fluent in ASL do better), but
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is complicated because many deaf students, like Kasmira, are not taught ASL from
infancy or have been taught ASL only intermittently (along with Signed English),
again like Kasmira. Of course, the issue is compounded for students like Kasmira
who are both deaf and ESL students. What further distinguishes deaf students from
ESL students is stigma. Although immigrants and nonnative speakers certainly suffer
discrimination, it is not as universal or uniform as that suffered by the deat and hard
of hearing who are, as discussed above, often considered “dumb.”

Although many deaf students are placed into ESL classes (this happens at
WCCQC), research suggests that this might not be the best place for them. Unlike
the ESL students that we have in our classes, deaf students have no “logical op-
portunity to ‘transfer’ literacy skills from their first language (ASL) to literacy skills
from their second language (English)” (Singelton et al. 89). Singelton and her col-
leagues caution, “Our intention is not to devalue some of the potential strengths
of ESL pedagogy in Deaf education; we only seek to illustrate that Deaf learners .
.. are different than hearing ESL learners and that appropriate adaptations should
be investigated before teachers of the Deaf adopt an ESL approach” (100). Clearly,
we cannot treat our deaf students “just like” our ESL students. Neither, of course,
can we treat all ESL students (or any other group of students) alike.

Lesson 7: Strategies for Helping Deaf Students

Once we understand how different ASL is from English, it is tempting to think that
we need to run for our grammar texts and teach deaf students the basics of English
grammar. But research shows that this is not necessarily the best method. Proponents
of whole-language theory argue that students learn best when they are immersed
in student-centered, experiential learning that allows them to construct their own
knowledge (Zemelman, Daniels, and Hyde 54), and deaf students are no excep-
tion. The Laurent Clerc National Deaf Education Center at Gallaudet University
embraces these principles (Gallaudet University), and research supports their choice.

John Albertini, the chair of Research and Teacher Education at the National
Technical Institute for the Deaf in Rochester, New York, reports,“For years, writing
curricula for Deaf students focused almost exclusively on lexical and grammatical
expression” (Albertini and Schley 128). Not only did this not improve students’ gram-
mar (128), but “an approach to writing that focuses on producing basic sentences,
result[s] in writing that, while correct, may be uninteresting, uninformative, and
not coherent” (Antia, Reed, and Kreimeryer 245). Instead of drilling deaf students
(or any other student, for that matter) in rote grammar exercises, we should allow
students to construct their own knowledge of writing by creating safe, stimulating
classrooms full of engaging texts for them to read and write. Albertini argues for a
“critical literacy,” student-centered approach that validates students:

A preoccupation with classical interpretations of experience or with grammar

or punctuation defines the student as a receiver of knowledge and writing as a
drill-and-practice activity. Going back to the basics then becomes a return to

the authority of a dominant group that has been indifferent to the experience of
students from underrepresented groups. (Albertini 69—70)
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Albertini’s claims are especially relevant to composition studies today, which have
begun incorporating authentic student writing (texts, playlists, Facebook posts)
into composition classrooms. If we move beyond what Albertini calls “classical
interpretations of experience,” we recognize students’ life experience as relevant
and interesting, and this experience upsets the traditional hegemonic relationship
between teacher/student and college writing/”other” writing. As Kathleen Blake
Yancey and others argue, our students are writing, every day, and to dismiss these
organic modes of expression is foolish and shortsighted (Yancey). Writers write about
what they know, and our students need to be encouraged to write about their lives.
Our students need to be encouraged that their stories are worth telling—not just
to their friends on Facebook and via texting, but within the walls of colleges and
universities. If we do this, we allow them the freedom to create their own “voices.”
This discussion of voices returns us to the question with which this paper began:
‘What about students whose most comfortable “voice” is not vocalized, but rather
is physically performed with hand gestures? How can we think about voice with
them? A look at Kasmira’s writing reveals how she creates what Darsie Bowden,
citing Walter Gibson’s work, calls a “persona . . . for specific rhetorical occasions”
(Bowden 290). Bowden persuasively critiques the idea that voice is “natural” and
instead argues that all writers (beginning and advanced) invent textual voices to
suit the occasions of their writing. What is fascinating is that Kasmira’s invented
persona, this “self-constructed self for the rhetorical situation,” (290) consistently
speaks using Standard Written English dialogue.

About six weeks into the course, Kasmira began using dialogue in her es-
says—totally her own idea. The hooks of her three final essays all involved conver-
sations between her and her “little cousin.” In these hooks, Kasmira gives herself
knowledgeable, teacherly dialogue, “speaking” English to her cousin. This is the
first paragraph from an October essay (the assignment was to write a compare and
contrast essay; students could choose their own topics)*:

My little cousin asked me “Why I wear a hearing aid?” Then I explained to him
that most deaf people use hearing aids to listen to the sound and hearing people
already hear it. I started thinking that deaf and hearing people way of living in
the world are very different. Deaf use their eyes, body movement, and environ-
ments in different ways but deaf and hearing people are connected in one world.

This assignment, unlike the cold prompt that produced the first excerpt about what
makes a good leader, empowered Kasmira to access her own experience. Given a
choice of a topic, she invented a question that was critically useful: explaining to
her cousin (and the wider world, though her writing) what it was like to be deaf.
She chose to write about a subject in which she is the expert (being deaf) and
put herself in the position of interpreter between the hearing world and the deaf
world:“Then I explained.” Outside of the world of her essay, Kasmira speaks to her
cousin in Gujarati and pidgin sign, but here she shows herself an artful rhetorician,
inventing a strong, confident speaking persona who is able to explain to her cousin
in standard written English how her “way of living in the world . . . [is] different.”
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In explaining how “Deaf use their eyes, body movement and environments in dif-
ferent ways,” she chooses the form of a conversation in English.

Kasmira explains the hearing aid as a way to hear “the sounds” that “hearing
people” already hear and explains how deaf people are able to access the world in
“different” ways. She claims that “deaf and hearing people are connected in one
world,” and what’s amazing about this paragraph is that she posits herself as that
crucial connector. It is she here who mediates between the deaf and hearing world.
Observing a world where deaf and hearing communicate, she is not “speechless”
(recall her description of her parents’ reaction to the first deaf school above), but is
instead full of poetic explanation.

So what does this mean about voice? lice is a contested term in composi-
tion studies in general, let alone in discussions of the teaching of deaf students,and I
think instead of trying to invent another term to more adequately describe Kasmira’s
rhetorical moves here, I am going to go back to voice, and contend that she DOES
have a voice—both on the page and in everyday life. Kasmira’s nontextual “voice”
is not necessarily audible, but it is accessible in many different ways: through ASL
and through an interpreter. Her textual voice “speaks” in Standard Written English
via dialogue; Kasmira created a textual voice that allows the deaf and hearing to be
“connected in one world.” Kasmira’s invented voice is the bridge between the two
worlds, and she positions herself as the skilled mediator and interpreter.To discount
a deaf person’s ability to have a voice (on page or in person) is to further marginal-
ize them. The language of speech is not excised from all deaf studies. Interpreters
are said to “speak” for the people they are interpreting, and if one deaf person does
not understand another, he or she asks (in sign), “What did you say?” not “What
did you sign” (Cilmi; Parashis). So when Kasmira “explains” to her cousin, she is
explaining simultaneously in all her many voices and establishing links among her
identify, her multiple voices, and standard written English.

This is not the only interesting rhetorical move she makes in this excerpt:
her writing provides a lovely example of thinking in action:“I started thinking ...”
Kasmira not only accesses and imparts her expertise, but she also represents her
thinking on the page; she exhibits a transparent rhetorical style that positions her
as an intellectual engaging in metacognition. Although there are clearly still gram-
matical issues in this paragraph, they are many fewer than in the first excerpt above,
even though this essay was written four weeks before the first assignment. How
is this possible? How can someone’s grammar get worse as a writing course goes
on? I do not think her grammar got worse (obviously), but, instead, these excerpts
clearly demonstrate the way that topic choice and student empowerment influence
grammatical improvement. Because Kasmira was writing about something integral
to her life, she was in charge, and she was therefore able to invent and then fully
inhabit a textual voice of authority in written English that also provided her access
to proper grammar. To return to Albertini’s point above, the more we validate all
students’ experience, the better their writing will become.

Kasmira’s next essay once more featured her “little cousin,” demonstrating
that she was building a stable of literary tools and characters. In this essay, students
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could choose their topic but were again limited by the rhetorical forms the course
design requires. In this case, Kasmira was writing a definition essay. Here is her first
paragraph:
My little cousin Manish asked me, “Kasmira, can you explain to me what is
love?” I said, “Why do you want to know about love?” There are many different
meanings of love. Love can be about showing deep emotions for family, or things,
or a relationship that is one to one.

Again, Kasmira’s empowerment is clear: it is her job to “explain” to her little cousin
what love is. She once again chose a useful topic: she had recently begun dating
someone and thought she might be in love. I did not dismiss this as something
better discussed via text or Facebook, but let her write about something she cared
about and that was relevant to her daily life. Again, this excerpt shows that she places
herself in a position of power, imparting wisdom and perspective when she claims
that “there are many different meanings of love.”

By the end of the semester, Kasmira was able to transfer the skills she learned
by writing about subjects about which she was passionate to the departmentally
required cold prompt exit exam,and after much struggle, she passed. Kasmira passed
this exam on her third—and final—try, and her essay on “Why people Cheat™ is
structurally sound but grammatically weak. It also lacks passion. She opens with
what became her signature:

My friend John asked me, “Kasmira, why people cheat on tests?” I said, “I don’t
know why people cheat on tests.” I think why people cheat on tests because
people want to have good grades, or to get a college degrees, or people who are
lazy to study for tests.

Kasmira begins with the question she was asked to answer, and her second sentence
is crystal clear:“I don’t know why people cheat on tests.” This statement stands in
direct contrast to her thoughtful, more complex ideas in her essays about deafness
and love. She then goes on to list some reasons she “thinks” people might cheat
on tests. She is clearly not an expert in this area and admits she does not know.
However, driven by the necessity to pass this test, she goes on to adequately (and
dully) discuss three reasons. We can learn here not only about teaching deaf stu-
dents from this comparison, but also about exit exams and developmental writing.
If students are already writing authentically about things they care about, why not
tap into that instead of asking them to check themselves at the door and become
inauthentic machines producing stolid prose for required exams?

Kasmira is a hard worker who regularly met with me and used the campus
Writing Tutorial. Her assignments, outside of exit exams, were passionate and de-
tailed and became more sophisticated as the semester progressed. Although a lengthy
discussion of this topic is outside the purview of this paper, Kasmira’s example raises
questions about the efficacy of timed writing exams, especially high-stakes ones.
Does a student need to be able to write a coherent five-paragraph essay in fifty
minutes about a topic she or he didn’t choose?* What is the value of such an exercise?
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Some Final Thoughts

The research I did about Kasmira, deaf education, and deaf students taught me a
great deal about teaching deaf students, but what was equally interesting and valuable
is what it taught me about composition studies and teaching all students. Teaching
is a constant dance between meeting the needs of the whole class and those of
individual students. This research helped me understand the ways in which a close
look at one student (and then one “type” of student) allowed me not only to see
that specific student more clearly but also to see my own practice in the classroom
in a new way. Too often teachers look at the “different” student as an outlier who
needs special treatment and who forces us to diverge from our standard way of
thinking. I hope this article has shown that a careful look at a traditionally margin-
alized student can yield ideas and strategies that will enrich the entire class. If we
listen closely to all our students—especially those who are hidden or silenced—it
is amazing what we will “hear” and find.

At the risk of being corny, I would like to end by contemplating Kasmira’s
thesis about what love is and think about how her thesis relates to teaching writ-
ing. Although I hope I have provided some helpful background and strategies that
will allow teachers of composition to better reach all our students, researching and
writing this paper reminded me of a crucial tenet of teaching: good teachers meet
their students where they are and make an effort to understand who they are. To use
some of Kasmira’s language about love, good composition teachers “show[ | deep
emotions” and develop “one to one” relationships with their students so they can
best help each of them to discover, invent and fully inhabit their unique writerly

voices.

Notes

1.This was Kasmira’s second semester in Basic Writing II. Although she
passed the required course work her first time in the class, she did not pass the
exit exam. In her first semester at WCC she was placed into Basic Writing I and
scored sufficiently well on the exit exam to move to Basic Writing II.

2. Deaf students finger spell people’s names on introduction, but then often
invent signs for close friends and family members. This sign usually starts with
the finger spell of the first letter of the first name and then has a sign that some-
how represents the person associated with it.

3. Again, this lesson is relevant to the teaching of all students. We all make
assumptions about our students, and this experience with Kasmira reminds me
not to do so.

4. 1deally, I would not limit students by rhetorical mode (do real writers set
out to write a “Comparison/Contrast” or a “Descriptive” essay?), but I am con-
strained by the exit exam they must pass at the end of the semester, which asks
students to write in traditional rhetorical modes.
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5.1In fall 2012, WCC changed the format of its exit exam to be a two-day
exam where students read an excerpt and write an essay whose question comes
from the themes of the excerpt. Although this is certainly an improvement from
our previous fifty-minute cold prompt exam, the department continues to con-
template further changes.

Works Cited

“About ASLwrite.” Formerly American Sign Language Writing Dictionary.
ASLwrite. 2012. Web.

Albertini, John. “Critical Literacy, Whole Lanugage, and the Teaching of Writing
to Deaf Students: Who Should Dictate to Whom?” TESOL Quarterly 27.1
(1993): 59-73. Print.

Albertini, John A., and Sara Schley. “Writing: Characteristics, Instruction, and
Assessment.” Oxford Handbook of Deaf Studies, Language, and Education. Ed.
Marc Marschark and Patricia Elizabeth Spencer. Oxford: Oxford UP, 2003.
123-35. Print.

Andrews, Jean E, and Melissa Rusher. “Codeswitching Techniques: Evidence-
Based Instructional Practices for the ASL/English Bilingual Classroom.”
American Annals of the Deaf 155.4 (2010): 407—24. Print.

Antia, Shirin D., Suzanne Reed, and Kathryn H. Kreimeryer. “Written Language
of Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing Students in Public Schools.” Journal of Deaf
Studies and Deaf Education 10.3 (2005): 244-55. Print.

Baker, Charlotte, and Dennis Cokely. American Sign Language: A Teacher’s Resource
Text on Grammar and Culture. Silver Spring:T.J., 1980. Print.

Bowden, Darsie. “Voice.” Concepts in Composition: Theory and Practice in the Teaching
of Writing. By Irene L. Clark, with contributors, 285-311. Mahwah: Erlbaum,
2003. Print.

Channon, Rachel, and Edna Edith Sayers. “Toward a Description of Deaf
College Students’ Written English: Overuse, Avoidance, and Mastery of
Function Words.” American Annals of the Deaf 152.2 (2007): 91-103. Print.

Cilmi, Leonore Pemberton (American Sign Language interpreter, Valhalla).
Personal interview. 6 May 2011.

Clark, Adrean. How to Write American Sign Language. Burnsville: ASLwrite, 2012.
Print.

Cummins, Jim. “The Relationship between American Sign Language Proficiency
and English Academic Development: A Review of the Research.” Paper pre-
sented at the conference Challenges, Opportunities, and Choices in Educat-
ing Minority Group Students. Hamar, Norway. 2006. Web. 31 May 2011.

414 TETYC May 2013



Gallaudet University. Laurent Clerc National Deaf Education Center.2011. Web.

Lane, Harlan. The Mask of Benevolence: Disabling the Deaf Community. New York:
Knopf, 1992. Print.

Marschark, Marc, Harry G. Lang, and John A Albertini. Educating Deaf Students:
From Research to Practice. Oxford: Oxford UP, 2002. Print.

Mukherjee, Bharati. “Two Ways to Belong in America.” Rhetorical Choices: A
Reader for Writers. Ed. Keith Gilyard, Deborah H. Holdstein, and Charles I
Schuster. New York: Pearson Longman, 2007. 421-24. Print.

Nickerson, Jane Freiburg. “Deaf College Students’ Perspectives on Litearcy
Portfolios.” American Annals of the Deaf 148.1 (2003): 31-37. Print.

Parashis, Angeliki (counselor for the deaf, hard of hearing, and visually impaired,
Valhalla). Personal interview. 12 May 2012.

Sacks, Oliver. Seeing Voices: A Journey into the World of the Deaf. Berkeley: U of
California P, 1989. Print.

s15s (American Sign Language). “Making American Sign Language Literacy
Possible.” si5s. 2012. Web.

Singelton, Jenny L., Dianne Morgan, Elizabeth DiGello, Jill Wiles, and Rachel
Rivers. “Vocabulary Use by Low, Moderate, and High ASL-Proficient Writ-
ers Compared to Hearing ESL and Monolingual Speakers.” Journal of Deaf
Studies and Deaf Education 9.1 (2004): 86—103. Print.

Toscano, Rose Marie, Barbara McKee, and Dominique Lepoutre. “Success with
Academic English: Reflections of Deaf College Students.” American Annals of
the Deaf 147.1 (2002): 5-23. Print.

Yancey, Kathleen Blake. Writing in the 21st Century. Urbana: NCTE, 2009. Print.

Zemelman, Steven, Harvey Daniels, and Arthur Hyde. Best Practice: New Standards
for Teaching and Learning in America’s Schools. 2nd ed. Portsmouth: Heineman,
1998.

Jessica Seessel is an instructor of English and the co-director of the Center for Teaching and Scholar-
ship at Westchester Community College in Valhalla, New York.

Listening for Silenced Voices: Teaching Writing to Deaf Students 415





