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Signed languages are generally deemed as having inherent advantages for
deaf populations of a given society. This is because the language is processed
through the visual /gestural modality (as opposed to vocal/aural for spoken
language). American Sign Language (ASL) may serve as a good example of an
accessible language for deaf children, but its role in deaf education does not
necessarily reflect this fact. The ramifications of English as a spoken language
for deaf children are also not fully appreciated (see Singleton et al., 1998 for
further discussion on the distinction between the two languages, signed and
spoken). English literacy is best described as elusive, especially when deaf
children do not enjoy auditory access to the language involved. Yet, they are
‘expected’ to possess spoken language knowledge and develop phonetic
skills for reading development purposes. The field of deaf education is now
besieged by a number of issues ranging from the overrated value of spoken
language to the creation of a signed version of English that is not on par with
ASL or any naturally evolved signed language.

The conceptualization of linguistic accessibility can provide direction for
whatever action is necessary to fulfill the educational potential of deaf children.
Reform in deaf education is justified based on the new emphasis in American
public education for accountability and effective reading instruction. This is
especially true concerning how reading difficulties reported for deaf children
(e.g., Paul & Quigley, 1987; Padden and Ramsey, 1998; Paul, 2003) indicate a
strong relationship between reading instruction and disability. It is common
knowledge among educators working with deaf children that the more hearing
loss a child suffers, the more difficult reading becomes for this child. Research
with the use of measures (reading-specific and reading-related) and degrees
of hearing loss have validated such effects of deafness (e.g., Conrad, 1979;
Karchmer, Milone & Wolk, 1979). Adding to the urgency of the matter involved,
Marschark, Lang, and Albertini (2002: 7) have acknowledged that “if there is
a problem, it is much more likely to be found in the way we teach and what
we expect from deaf students than in the students themselves.”
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A stumbling block to reading instruction lies in how deaf children’s know-
ledge in signed language has not yet connected to reading development
in English. If anything, the value of ASL is misunderstood. The signed lan-
guage is frequently described as simply another language in comparison with
English when it is not — modality differences should be taken into account
concerning ASL and English. A lack of understanding persists among educators
on how signed language works and how signed languages relate to spoken
languages. Typological considerations are proposed as the key to under-
standing signed languages and will help determine how English should be
introduced in the classroom with deaf children. Language and literacy are
two important attributes for the education of any child. Deaf children are no
exception as they deserve a model that accounts for their needs. The question
is then how deaf education got its start despite the noted weaknesses in theory
and practice. Insights into how educators viewed signed language and what
they looked for are critical to understanding their historical journey.

Signed Language and Deaf Education

Given the barriers associated with deafness for spoken language and in
reading development, the first attempts in creating public education for deaf
children are remarkable. The United States was part of a groundbreaking deaf
education movement with strong roots in the Enlightenment that originated
in Europe. The “dark’ notion that spoken language constitutes the only avenue
for education was challenged when deaf education became a reality. Signing
was conceived as an important tool for discourse in the classroom. This early
conceptualization of deaf education took place in France in the eighteenth
century, and this country became an international center for the proliferation
of deaf education (Lane, 1980; Van Cleve & Crouch, 1989). Upon the founding
of the first permanent American school for the deaf in Hartford, Connecticut
in 1817, it is not surprising that Laurent Clerc, a deaf Frenchman who signed,
served as the school’s first teacher (Lane, 1984). By all accounts, the American
public was ‘enlightened” as expressed with their funding and support for
schools for the deaf across the country.

Missing in the early deaf education model, however, was how signing should
interact with language (what works or does not work). This is especially true
concerning how Methodical Sign dominated deaf education right from the
start. One must understand that Natural Sign was developed among deaf
populations, and was readily available at the time. Yet educators were quick
to come up with Methodical Sign, developed based on the structure of the
French language. This structure was different from how deaf people normally
signed. It seems clear that educators were ‘aware’ of the linguistic differences
between the French language and Natural Sign and proceeded with the devel-
opment and use of Methodical Sign, The notion of deaf children being able to
learn and use French through the signed medium was attractive. According
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to Supalla and McKee (2002), the status of a ‘working language’ as found
with Natural Sign should precede deaf children’s need in learning whatever
language is being used in the society. Methodical Sign's failure as a sign
system lies, in part, with the effects of the visual/gestural modality in shaping
the language structure. Unfortunately, this way of thinking only occurred
recently in the history of deaf education.

With the advent of signing in deaf education, the situation for deaf children
spiralled downwards as misconceptions were created about human language
in general. For example, the notable French educator Roch-Ambroise Bebian
made a rather crude argument for why signed language was structured as it
was. This educator published a critical essay on the education of deaf children
in 1817, the same year the first American school for the deaf was established
(Bebian, 1984). Bebian adamantly opposed the choice of Methodical Sign
over Natural Sign, but he was not effective in explaining his position. The
French educator criticized the language planning effort with Methodical
Sign by stating that spoken language was ‘corrupted” with rules and grammar.
That is, the French language was not natural and thus would not be suitable
for the signed medium. Natural Sign (what French Sign Language was called
back then) was described as a language in its ‘pure’ form as compared to
spoken language. This was part of the French educator’s attempt to refute
Methodical Sign and favor Natural Sign. In fact, Bebian’s statement that “the
formation of signs is not determined by any principle and does not follow
any fixed rule” (p. 141) was not helpful. Although he did observe structural
deficiencies associated with Methodical Sign, no linguistic explanation was
provided. What this suggests is that Bebian (or rather any educator) could
have made a better argument favoring Natural Sign had a linguistic frame-
work been created.

Unfortunately, serious erosion of support for the signed medium ensued.
Given that only spoken language was thought to have linguistic structure,
educators understandably began to believe that deaf children were entitled to
learn and use ‘language’. Thus it was assumed that deaf children needed to
be language competent through spoken language in order to become literate.
Speech therapy and auditory training became critical components of language
intervention. This coincided with the concept of language impairment deter-
mining, in part, the educational potential of deaf children (see McAnally, Rose
& Quigley, 1987 for the use of a language impairment framework with deaf
children). The notion that signed language was essential in ensuring that
deaf children develop a strong language base did not prevail. Without the
consideration for signed language, the menace of low expectations became
real within the field of deaf education (e.g., Johnson, Liddell & Erting, 1989).
With the misconceptions concerning signed language, educators were left with
no choice but to teach deaf children spoken language ‘at all costs’. The tone
set for deaf education was filled with strife and controversy. Although some
educators had continued to advocate the mode of signing (with or without
consideration for Natural Sign), they were no longer a force in the field of deaf
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education (see Moores, 1996 for a review on the historical division of oralism
and manualism in deaf education).

In retrospect, the difference in language modalities (i.e., spoken and signed)
is a factor for the confusion in deaf education. Although signing made deaf
education possibile, a clear course for signed language was never set. The fact
that the mainstream language scholars could not easily identify themselves
with the study of signed languages has been a historical problem. Language
in the visual/ gestural modality made analysis using the speech-based Inter-
national Phonetic Alphabet impossible, for example. This tool was made
available as early as 1886, with the capacity of transcribing any spoken
language (MacMahon, 1991). What was known for the spoken medium could
aot be used to investigate the signed language structure, at least explicitly.
Thus a parallel form of linguistic investigation was belatedly done to compare
the two major language types known to humans: spoken and signed.

The Discovery of American Sign Language

In the 1960s, American Sign Language was first formally examined as a human

language through the work of William C. Stokoe (e.g., Stokoe, 1960; Stokoe,

Casterline & Croneberg, 1965). By this time, Gallaudet University was estab-

lished along with a national network of schools for the deaf. Stokoe was

employed as a faculty member at the higher education institution, and he had
~ to learn how to sign in order to teach deaf students there. Unlike the schools,
Gallaudet University was more supportive of signing as a medium for instruc-
tion (Van Cleve & Crouch, 1989). It was there that the pioneering linguist
was confronted with unanswered questions about signed language. While deaf
people relied on different signed languages around the world, no one could
~confirm, at least scientifically, that the signed language used in the United States
~ was different from British Sign Language, for example. Although non-deaf
citizens of the United States and Great Britain spoke a common language, this
was not the case with deaf citizens. What Stokoe found during his early years
- at Gallaudet is that signed language had no name other than its generic term
. (e.g., ‘the sign language’ or ‘the language of signs’; Eastman, 1980; Maher, 1996).
' Moreover, it was Stokoe who worked with his colleagues to break down
signs into parts, and the rest is history. What was uncovered is that ASL has
lexicon much like words in English as far as phonology is concerned. Contrary
to what had been said in the past, signs were analyzable. Certain components
and subcategories were identified; i.e., handshape, location, and movement.
With this information, a transcription for the ASL lexicon was developed
- With 55 primary symbols, and a dictionary for signed language was created.
- Hundreds of signs were organized based on the ‘alphabetic” order Stokoe

determined for written signs (i.e,, locations and handshapes in symbols are

ordered for the purpose of a dictionary). The publication was justly titled as A
o 'Dicrimmry of American Sign Language on Linguistic Principles (Stokoe et al., 1965).
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According to Meier (2002), research conducted on ASL was thrown into high
gear in the 1970s and 1980s. This paid off with_ the language being accepted
as a full-fledged human language (e.g., Klima & Bellugi, 1979; Wilbur, 1979,
Valli & Lucas, 2001). Equally important is how the original findings with
ASL were successfully repeated with a number of signed languages used in
various parts of the world, notably Europe (Brennan & Hayhurst, 1980; Hansen,
1980; Mottez & Markowicz, 1980; see Sutton-Spence & Woll, 2003 for j
comprehensive linguistic review of British Sign Language). The prevailing
emphasis was on making generalities in regard to how signed languages
share linguistic properties found in spoken languages. Information regarding
what is unique to signed language was still needed. This is especially true
concerning the struggle over Methodical Sign and the failure of educators to
understand the complications surrounding the relationship between signed
and spoken languages.

Only recently did Zeshan make the claim that “signed languages are of
great typological importance by virtue of their visual-gestural modality, which
makes them stand out as a distinct language type in opposition to the entirety
of spoken languages” (2002: 153). What this suggests is that linguists have
begun to feel comfortable addressing whatever modality-specific attributes
there may be for signed language. The linguistic status of signed languages is
not to be disputed, but rather the relationship between the two language types
(signed and spoken) needs to be clarified. Cross-linguistic studies with the
signed languages are seen as necessary, as well as more detailed comparisons
with spoken language structure (see Meier, 2002 for further discussion on the
modality-specific issues concerning signed language structure).

Brennan (1986) reported that Stokoe himself not only demonstrated how
signs are well organized, but that they are organized differently from spoken
words. Stokoe described the organization of ASL signs as ‘simultaneous’
as opposed to ‘sequential” (typical for spoken words). When looking at
individual signs closely, they can be described as monosyllabic. The signs
do not resemble how spoken words are organized (i.e., sequential units of
distinctive sound features). Coulter (1982) is the linguist who made this
observation, and linguists are now following the direction set by Stokoe more
closely (e.g., Brentari, 1995, 2002; Channon, 2002). The current trend indicates
that the increasingly sophisticated models of signed language phonology
are no longer a simple transformation of spoken language models. This is
where the notion has emerged that signed language has different phonological
representations than those found in spoken language (Meier, Cormier &
Quinto-Pozos, 2002). Whatever happens at the word level is expected to
create an impact on the rest of the language structure (e.g., phonological,
morphological, and syntactic),

Now that that Methodical Sign is no longer in existence, the contemporary
English-based sign systems provide an opportunity for investigating their
status as a linguistic system. A language planning effort similar to what took
place in France was conducted in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s.,
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This time, English, not French, was targeted for the development of a number
of sign systems (e.g., Seeing Essential English, Signing Exact English, Linguist-
ics of Visual English, and Signed English). Manually Coded English (MCE) is
the term describing all of these English-based sign systems. The revival of
signing in the classroom with deaf children can be attributed to the linguistic
work done on ASL. The new concept that emerged was that language is not
confined to speech. Because of this, educators were forced to re-evaluate the
educational value of signing in general. Research findings also indicate a posi-
tive effect of signed language proficiency (i.e., ASL) on reading and academic
achievement (see Chamberlain & Mayberry, 2000 for a review of studies
on the superior school performance of deaf children who sign). Yet it is the
educators who chose MCE over ASL as essential for the education of deaf
children. This interpretation of research findings is what led to a change in
policy in deaf education (i.e., a shift back to manualism from oralism).

The critical assumption that signing can include the structure of a spoken
language prevailed. What is different now is the availability of linguistic know-
ledge on signed language accumulated to date. This includes a number of
psycholinguistic studies as well as cross-linguistic studies done on signed
languages and spoken languages. Language acquisition studies have demon-
strated both the patterns and effectiveness of ASL and MCE. The linguistic
description of ASL will play a key role in understanding what constitutes a
signed language. The typological considerations in particular are expected
to help determine whether a sign system approximating the structure of a
spoken language (English or French) is feasible.

Understanding Signed Language Structure

To a novice signer, two persons using ASL to communicate with each other
would appear to be very articulate and their signing very language-like.
In order to break down the stream, one would need to find the 'words’
themselves. A sign functions very much the same as a word does in spoken
language. Structurally, a sign requires the use of handshape, which must move
one way or another. Without the handshape, there would be no physical way
of showing movement internal to sign. Additionally, a handshape without
movement would mean a ‘static” sign falling short of what a word should look
like in the signed medium. As critical as handshape and movement are to the
formation of signs, they are only two of the three parameters that Stokoe
identified for the ASL lexicon. The third parameter, location, is also important
for sign formation. A sign would not be appropriate if produced ‘all over
the place’”. There are location possibilities in the signing space (in front of
the signer’s body) as well as on the signer’s body to correctly form a sign.
When all three parameters are in use, the lexicon in ASL has additional
constraints to indicate what a sign should look like. For example, a sign cannot
have more than one handshape (see Battison, 1978 for further discussion on
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Figure 13.1 WATCH

the typology of the ASL lexicon). Figure 13.1 shows an example from ASL:
WATCH. The single handshape is produced for the duration of the entire
word in the signed medium. The sign moves from one location closer to
the signer’s body to one further away. The sign falls within the constraints
associated with locations; that is, the number of locations is two, the highest a
SIgN can possess.

In a study by Channon (2002), a total of five signed languages were exam-
ined for their word structure: ASL, Japanese Sign Language, IndoPakistan
Sign Language, Mayan Sign Language, and Israeli Sign Language. The data
indicate that signs are consistently made of a single segment and repeated
only in a rhythmic pattern. Reduplication can be seen as a mechanism under-
lying the rhythmic pattern. WATCH as a sign (in ASL) is best described as
short and does not have any rhythmic pattern. Yet, there are a number of
signs that fit with the description for the reduplicated word type in the signed
medium. Figure 13.2 shows a relevant example from ASL: WORK. As part
of a monosyllabic word structure, the sign’s handshape moves down to the
location of the other hand and constitutes one syllable, but the movement is
then repeated to indicate a reduplication. The downward movement of WORK
is made twice as a result.

With words studied in a large number of spoken languages, Channon found
that they can have more than one segment (or unrelated syllables to form
words) as in the English examples of ‘permit’ or ‘understand’. This is

il

Figure 13.2 WORK
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something that signed languages do not include in their lexicon. Owing to
the unique organization of signs, there is a possibility that the boundaries are
salient to the point where a person can easily perceive the beginning and
ending of signs. This is especially true concerning how consistent or predictable
sign formation is when it comes to single segments and with reduplication. In
comparison, spoken word boundaries are, in fact, non-salient. Pinker (1994:
160) remarked that this characteristic of words “. . . become[s] apparent when
we listen to speech in a foreign language: it is impossible to tell where one
word ends and the next begins."”

There is an experimental study that examines how word segmentation works
in the signed medium. The participants were asked to decide whether an
example of signing viewed on the videotape was one or two words. Supalla
(1990) confirms the overt saliency for word boundaries in the signed medium
as both novice signers and ASL signers were able to reliably segment the sign

stream. The sequenced signs presented were derived from a different signed

language, not ASL. Yet, the “unintelligible’ signs were successfully segmented
based on how signs are formed phonologically. To repeat, the signs were

.easily identified regardless of the fact that the individuals participating in the

experiment did not sign or knew a different signed language.

The next question is what role the word structure as described for the signed
medium has for the morphological operations. Affixation is an excellent area
of investigation for the additional modality-specific attributes. Both linear and
non-linear affixation types have been identified in spoken languages in broad
terms. English can be described as predominantly linear in its morphological
process. Non-linear affixation is more common in other spoken languages.
Semitic languages rely heavily on non-linear affixation as a morphological

‘process, for example. What is important is that spoken language has two
~ typological possibilities for affixation. This is not necessarily true for signed

languages based on how words are formed in the signed medium (Supalla

& McKee, 2002). A signed language would have a strong, if not exclusive
_inclination for one affixation type (i.e., non-linear; see Sandler, 1990 for further

discussion on the linearity and non-linearity of morphology in signed and

‘spoken languages).

To demonstrate, the citation form of WATCH is affected upon non-linear

affixation according to two different morphological rules in ASL. For verb
-agreement, the verb is subject to person and case marking. Understanding
that the two locations have been identified through movement for the verb's
citation form (Figure 13.1), the endpoints of the movement are strictly phono-

logical. They are meaningless as expected for any phonological structure. Upon

Jinflection, however, the same endpoints become meaningful by adopting

different Jocations in the signing space. Figure 13.3 shows how the verb's

~ initial endpoint starts (on one side of the signer in the illustration) and its final
‘endpoint is in a third person location (on the other side of the signer in the

i_l.]_ustratinn). The initial endpoint also marks the third person as subject with
the final endpoint marking the third person object.
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Figure 13.3 WATCH undergoing non-linear affixation for verb agreement

Figure 13.4 WATCH undergoing non-linear affixation for temporal aspect

What is interesting is that the inflected form of WATCH above is consistent
with how signs are formed in general. That is, no new segment(s) are added to
the stem or in a position where unrelated syllables are produced. The patterns
of non-linear affixation and meeting the structural constraints are repeated
for the temporal aspect in ASL. Figure 13.4 shows how the same verb is
subject to marking ‘for a long time’ (see Klima & Bellugi, 1979 for further
description of the signed language’s morphological subsystem for temporal
aspect and number). The changes to the citation form include reducing the
number of locations from two to one to allow for movement to occur in
a circular fashion. The single handshape remains intact throughout the
production of the inflected sign. Although the verb WATCH consists of a
single syllable, the morphological rule has affected the word structure. The
reduplication through circular movement is now similar to the citation form

of WORK.
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with both verb agreement and temporal aspect, a person is most likely
to perceive inflection as occurring within the boundaries of WATCH. This
conclusion has some important assumptions. Given that simple signs are made
of a single segment (or are monosyllabic in nature), it is easy to imagine how
such phonological structure would create word boundaries in an explicit way.
The existence of multiple segments in spoken words cannot allow for such an
outcome. For example, a person listening to a stream (of an unknown spoken
language in use) would not be able to segment in a reliable way as the words
vary in length and number of segments. In contrast, the pattern of signs will
mark themselves as words at the phonological level. With the word boundar-
ies being salient, non-linear affixation would be deemed as the appropriate
morphological process for the signed medium (see Supalla, 1990 for further
discussion on word structure in the signed medium and its relationship
with the morphological operations). Had linear affixation been adopted as a
morphological process, the result would be disastrous in terms of language
processing. The linear affixes would fall outside the word boundaries and fail
to be part of the word according to the signed medium.

Considerations for Manually Coded English

Understanding that non-linear affixation is adopted as the morphological pro-
cess for ASL, it is not possible to observe any of the predictions concerning
linear affixation. However, insights can be made with MCE, especially for the
adverse effects on language acquisition when it relies heavily on linear affixation
as a morphological process. Deaf children have been subject to MCE for lan-
guage acquisition and frequently as their sole linguistic input. To be exact, the
English-based sign systems rely on the use of invented prefixes and suffixes,
to be used along with roots (borrowed from ASL). Figure 13.5 shows WATCH,
this time, affixed in a linear fashion. The signed bound morpheme -ING is

Figure 13.5 WATCH undergoing linear affixation for present progressive tense
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produced after the verb to indicate WATCHING. As an independent phono-
logical unit, the present progressive tense involves a specific handshape with
an extended pinkie, outward rotation of the forearm, and a final orientation of
the palm facing away from the signer’s body.

Upon analysis, the form of WATCHING appears to violate how the struc-
ture of phonology and morphology should operate in signed language, The
number of handshapes used in the inflected sign is two, and they are not
related to each other (e.g., opening or closing as found in some ASL signs).
The first handshape (for WATCH) involves an opening through the extension
of index and middle fingers, and the second handshape (for -ING) is also
opened with the pinkie. The linear affix has its own movement and locations.
At this point, it is clear that the linearly affixed sign consists of more than one
segment and its structure (in WATCHING) is not rhythmic. For these reasons,
the root and affix are essentially split according to the signed medium. The
effects on MCE are profound, resulting in a structural deficiency alien to
the perception and processing underlying any human language.

In fact, linear affixation used in MCE has led to a serious case of misanalysis
by deaf children who tried to acquire English through the signed medium.
They had trouble in recognizing a linear affix as part of the root (e.g., SANTA-
CLAUS COME TO TOWN ING or WRITE THAT NAME ING THERE, Maxwell,
1987: 331). Linear affixes being bound morphemes were treated as if they were
free morphemes (or full signs). This kind of error indicates that deaf children
are not able to learn the rule of the present progressive tense in English by
using MCE. In contrast, children who can hear and learn spoken English do
not experience the learning difficulty described here (see Supalla & McKee,
2002 for further discussion on the limitations of MCE). What this suggests
is that MCE is not comparable to the language (i.e., English) that it intends
to duplicate for the benefit of deaf children. The structural violations leading
to the production of distorted sentences is thus real and undermines their
capacity for language acquisition.

The acquisition studies with ASL, on the other hand, indicate that deaf
children are able to learn the language (e.g., Newport & Meier, 1985; Meier,
1991; Petitto, 2000). There is no learning difficulty or structural deficiency
in the literature reported for the signed language. The fact that ASL is a
morphologically rich language does not stop deaf children from acquiring the
language. The favorable evidence for ASL as a ‘working” language also lies in
how psychometric measures have been developed to capture deaf children's
level of native signed language proficiency (Maller et al., 1999; Singleton &
Supalla, 2003). Similar measures for MCE would not be possible. The prospect
of deaf children becoming native users of English through MCE has not been
reported in the literature. In fact, the literature reports on their lack of mastery
with the English language (e.g., Marschark, Lang, & Albertini, 2002; Yoshinaga-
Itano, Snyder, & Mayberry, 1996; Quigley, Wilbur, & Montanelli, 1976).
It seems safe to consider English, signed or not, to be inherently inaccessible
owing to the impact of hearing loss.
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Discussion and Conclusion

As part of understanding linguistic accessibility for deaf children, the struc-
ture of signed language must meet the cognitive prerequisites for perception
and processing in the visual/gestural modality. A signed linguistic system as
in the case of English through MCE does not suffice. A similar conclusion
could be made for French and Methodical Sign as well. The linguistic system
must be free in adopting a structure best suited to its modality. An adoption
of the spoken language structure (for the signed medium) will only lead to
the linguistic system losing its learnability variable. The range of structural
options known for spoken languages is not univocally the same for signed
languages (see Brentari, 1995 for further discussion on typologies concerning
signed and spoken languages). Some of the options for language are not
appropriate for the signed medium, whereas others are. For this reason,
signed languages conform to the constraints according to their type (e.g.,
monosyllabic for the word structure and non-linear affixation adopted as
a morphological process), thus allowing themselves to be part of the human
language family.

Recall that the motivation for MCE is strong with its morphosyntactic struc-
ture being consistent with English print. MCE is supposedly helpful when deaf
children can map ‘word for word’ between the print and signing (e.g., Mayer
& Wells, 1996; Mayer & Akamatsu, 1999). This argument can be considered
only if MCE works as a linguistic system. If deaf children are not learning
English through MCE, they cannot make a connection with print as anticipated.
There is also a criticism made on linking MCE to reading theory. Speech-based
phonetic skills are still missing and deaf children using MCE would not be
able to decode words in English text (LaSasso & Metzger, 1998). Educators
supporting MCE may respond that speech therapy and auditory training
go ‘hand in hand’ with the signing component of English (better known
as Total Communication or Simultaneous Communication). The debate is
commonplace in deaf education where futile attempts cause educators to
‘run in circles’.

Language modality is what matters and it suggests that a formal distinction
needs to be made between spoken languages and signed languages. A num-
ber of issues can be revisited under this new light. For example, bilingual
education as advocated by some educators as a model to consider for deat
education in recent years (e.g., Strong, 1988, 1995) would not be appropriate.
Paul and Quigley (1987) argued that the reading process according to
bilingual education is problematic for deaf children. Children who can hear
enjoy auditory access to the spoken form for reading development purposes
as well as repetition of the learning process whereby two languages are in
the same modality (e.g., Spanish and English). The closest comparison to
bilingual education for deaf children would be when two signed languages
are considered (e.g., ASL and Japanese Sign Language). The educational
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situation for deaf children is different with one being a signed language and
the other a spoken language.

What deaf education can do is to account for reading instruction by requiring
the combination of two languages; with ASL serving as the ‘oral’ language and
English at the “print’ end. Drastic measures need to be adopted, especially if
deaf children are fully capable of acquiring and mastering a language. A cross-
linguistic arrangement is necessary given that deaf children need to draw on
their signed language knowledge to support reading development in English
(Supalla, 2003). The resulting design requires the use of special literacy tools
and instructional procedures to facilitate the transition from ASL to English.
This is where deaf children can make a connection with English print based on
what they know in the signed language (Supalla, Wix, & McKee, 2001).

According to Supalla and Blackburn (2003), the reading formula proposed
for deaf children follows the national and state reading standards, yet by-
passes the sound prerequisites to English and reading. In this model, teaching
English would occur simultaneously with reading. What this means is that a
systematic teaching of English must occur in the same fashion as found with
reading. When looking at the language arts standards, they refer primarily to
broad categories of literacy (e.g., reading and writing). The standards do not
explicitly list competencies in the area of English grammar (Blackburn et al,,
2000). Yet the use of special literacy tools and instructional procedures with
deaf children would provide information for English more precisely than is
known for second language learners (i.e., those who can hear are expected to
capitalize on learning English through the spoken form). In any case, the devel-
opment of various measures will help validate the cross-linguistic approach
to reading instruction and close the disability-deduced gap to English literacy
(see Cripps & Supalla, 2004 for further discussion on the assessment under
development and for deaf children’s phonetic skills in ASL as part of making
a transition to English literacy).

The relationship between ASL proficiency and reading achievement needs
to be clarified. Some educators have become convinced that deaf children just
need to know ASL in order to have reading taught to them. Padden and
Ramsey (1998) are correct in stating that knowing signed language is not
sufficient, as deaf children still need to undergo reading instruction one
way or another. It is true that deaf children with access to ASL may have a
cognitive and linguistic advantage for reading achievement (over deaf peers
who are denied access to ASL), but they still need to perform better than is
reported in the literature. Writing samples of deaf children fluent in ASL
indicate serious disparities in performance when compared to second lan-
guage learners who can hear (Singleton et al., 2004). Much work is evidently
needed to promote English literacy among deaf children. ASL proficiency
will continue to be of paramount importance, as deaf children need access to
the signed language as much as any child who can hear needs access to the
spoken language. Most relevant is that effective reading instruction for deaf
children is contingent on their signed language knowledge.
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Some of the changes in deaf education include no longer treating speech as
central to the reading process or even in place of a signed language (as found
with oralism). Speech can be more effectively taught to a deaf child (i.e., for
the purpose of talking) based on the English language knowledge achieved
through reading instruction. This would serve as another justification for the
reform of deaf education. Spencer and Marschark (2003) made it clear that
regardless of the advances in technology, cochlear implant surgery should not
be perceived as a cure to deafness, especially when the surgery “doe|es] not
change deaf people into hearing people” (p. 435). Those children who undergo
cochlear implant surgery are expected to receive extensive speech therapy
and auditory training. This does not constitute language acquisition in a true
sense. With or without cochlear implants, deaf children are entitled to learn-
ing a signed language as a linguistic compensation for their disability. With
the concept of linguistic accessibility, educators must not overvalue spoken
language as it would mean discrimination against children who suffer any
form of hearing impairment. With the provision of special literacy tools
and instructional procedures, a research-based design for deaf education will
ensure that theory and practice are combined to remove sound as a barrier to
English and reading development.

NOTE

We are grateful to Cecile McKee, Laura Blackburn, and Diane Brentari for their helpful
comments on a previous version of this chapter. Robin Supalla’s assistance in editing
the chapter’s many drafts is also deeply appreciated.
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