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Executive Summary

The Irish Deaf education sector has traditionally failed to deliver an holistic education to deaf students for whom ISL is a primary or preferred language. This is evidenced in the low literacy levels achieved by profoundly Deaf people, by the very small percentage of Deaf students who enter third level education and by the traditional exclusion of ISL as a part of the national curriculum, or as a means of delivering the national curriculum. 

There is a clear need to re-evaluate the system. A clear philosophical objective must be clarified prior to implementing a “new” approach to Deaf education. ISL must be described: a grammar of the language is an essential precursor to the development of appropriate textbooks or multimedia classroom materials. Such materials must be developed but they must also encode cultural specific norms of the Deaf experience (e.g. Bettini and Battista (undated)).

Deaf teachers must be trained: an interim system for training appropriate candidates must be implemented and a long term-strategy for recruiting and training Irish Deaf people as teachers needs to be established. Existing teachers must be required to attain an acceptable level of Irish Sign Language (ISL)(which needs to be specified by the Department) and an understanding of “Deafhood” from a cultural perspective.

Longitudinal research must be put in place to examine a range of issues including the literacy achievements of deaf students in a bilingual environment vis-à-vis those in other contexts, Irish Sign Language development milestones, development of English as a second language in a bilingual environment, positive outcomes with respect to educational achievement and emotional development where ISL is a recognised language. This is not meant as an exhaustive list, rather as an indication of some of the issues that might be addressed in the coming decade. The findings of such research must be implemented in practice.

The Centre for Deaf Studies is a willing potential partner for these activities. 

Key Recommendations:

· We recommend that a clear philosophical framework be established to guide the development of bilingual education for Deaf children. 

· We suggest that the current system of education needs to be re-evaluated to ensure continuity of provision in bilingual approaches in pre-school, primary and post-primary settings.

· We propose that there is a need to systematically review the aims and objectives of Deaf education and the expected educational outcomes for Deaf children. This will include defining a bilingual policy plus putting in place the functional, human and material resources to enable delivery of a professional programme.

· We suggest that the Department undertakes a benchmarking exercise to identify and develop a system of best practice in bilingual education for Deaf children.

· We propose that ISL be afforded the same status as other European languages in the curriculum, with commensurate study and examination opportunities. We recommend that the Department introduces ordinary and honours level examinations in Irish Sign Language at Leaving Certificate level.

· We suggest that the Irish language requirement for entry to teacher training be replaced with an equivalent ISL prerequisite for Deaf candidates.

· We strongly recommend that the medical examination that is a prerequisite to entry to teacher training colleges be removed.

· We propose that the Department develops an interim strategy to train Deaf teachers, for example, by offering exemptions to students who currently hold qualifications where a core component of their previous training focused on issues of pedagogy.

· We recommend that an urgent evaluation of existing attitudes of educationalists and other professionals supporting the education of deaf children be carried out to benchmark current perceptions and formulate a strategy for partnership between stakeholders involved in the education of Deaf children in Ireland.

· We suggest that there is a need to identify and record current approaches to deaf education at pre-school, primary school, post-primary school and third level. We propose that the Department collate data regarding the educational experience of deaf people (including recent school leavers from the special schools and mainstream settings).

· We recommend that the Department review literacy skill development amongst Deaf students. We suggest that as moves towards bilingual education are instigated, there is a need to compare and contrast literacy development on a longitudinal basis.

· We suggest the need to establish a partnership between the Model School for the Deaf (MSDP) and the Centre for Deaf Studies to map the development of deaf children’s ISL and English language development in a bilingual setting. This would also allow for identification of milestones in the acquisition of ISL.

· We hold that low educational achievement is not a predetermined outcome of the state of deafness nor of the use of a sign language as a preferred mode of expression: we suggest that there is a clear need for deaf children’s self-belief to be nurtured at primary and post-primary levels in order to overcome the widely held belief that deaf children cannot achieve as much as other children. We refer to this as needing to develop a “can-do” mentality. 

· We suggest that an additive bilingual programme can contribute to this insofar as it would allow for each deaf child to have access to a first language in which they are communicatively competent. 

· Commensurate with this, we propose that there is a need to ensure that there are Deaf role models in teaching positions in the schools for the deaf, that existing teachers develop fluency in ISL (the required level of attainment needs to be specified by the Department) and that there is an increased critical awareness of linguistic and sociolinguistic differences that impact on teaching in a cross-cultural environment.

· We propose that the primary and post-primary school curricula ensure that Deaf children have opportunities to learn and utilise critical thinking and public debating skills.

“Education is our passport to the future, for tomorrow is for the people who prepare for it today” (Malcolm X.).

1. Background: The Centre for Deaf Studies

The Centre for Deaf Studies (CDS) was established in 2001 following many years of lobbying by the Irish Deaf Society and Trinity College Dublin for the establishment of a Centre of excellence with regard to training and research in the field of Deaf studies. Our core activities include offering training for Irish Sign Language Tutors and Irish Sign Language/English interpreters, general training in the field of Deaf Studies, and linguistic research focusing on describing Irish Sign Language (ISL).

We are submitting this document given that many of our students and members of staff are Deaf people who have come through the Deaf education system. On the basis of their learning experiences at primary and post-primary level, there are a number of issues that we would like to raise as central issues for the education of deaf children, particularly with respect to encouraging continued education to post secondary level.

Our contribution is important because it comes directly from the experience of Deaf people who have made it through the system into third level education. It is generally acknowledged that Deaf students are the most under-represented of disadvantaged students at third level in Ireland today (e.g. Provost of Trinity College Dublin’s address at the launch of the Centre for Deaf Studies, The Gazette, November  2001, O’Reilly 1993). The majority of Deaf students registered at Trinity College today have entered third level education as mature students, bringing with them a broad range of experiences of the education system ranging from the 1960’s to the present day.

1.1 What is the role of the CDS in educational matters?

The Centre for Deaf Studies has both a teaching remit and a research remit. Our primary role as a teaching institute involves training native/ near-native Irish Sign Language users as teachers of Irish Sign Language, training Irish Sign Language/ English interpreters and broad-based teaching in the domain of Deaf Studies. In terms of research, our focus to date has been primarily linguistic in nature: we have been involved in research focusing on describing the grammar of ISL; we are involved in curriculum development projects and we are interested in the notion of bimodal bilingualism (i.e. bilingualism in spoken and signed languages) for both Deaf and hearing people of all ages. 

Other activities involve serving in an advisory capacity with respect to the development of the Leaving Certificate Applied examinations in Irish Sign Language. We also liase with relevant organisations in the area of Deaf education at all levels: we have regular contact with the Model School for the Deaf (MSDP) Preschool Project, the Link Up adult literacy project (NALA/ IDS), the Visiting Teachers of the Deaf Service (VISTA), and members of staff have offered in-service training at St. Joseph’s School for Deaf Boys, Cabra. We maintain contact with the Disability Support Services in the third level institutions in Ireland insofar as possible in order to keep abreast of the needs of Deaf students in third level institutions.

While we are aware of and support the specific needs of hard of hearing and deafened children in education (e.g. those in mainstream programmes or oral programmes offered by partially hearing units or special schools), this submission is specifically concerned with the provision of education to children for whom ISL is a primary language, or for whom ISL is likely to become their preferred language.

1.2 What issues do we want to address here?

In this document, there are a number of issues that we wish to address. They include the following:

· An Underlying philosophy

· The Principle of Bilingualism in Deaf Education

· Recognition of ISL in the Education Act and Consequences thereof

· Training of Deaf Teachers 

· Profiling the Current Situation

· Specific Issues: Deaf Students at Third Level

· Training, Research and Development

· Summary

We will address each point in turn. It is important to note that our outlook is positive and we do not anticipate that change can be achieved overnight: these suggestions take a long-term view for the development of a world-class education system that truly meets the needs of all deaf children. As stated previously, the proposals raised here focus specifically on one element of deaf education, namely, the education of deaf children for whom ISL is or is likely to be a preferred language.

2. An Underlying Philosophy

We follow Tijsseling (2001) in proposing that the following conditions are inherent to the execution of an equitable educational system for all deaf children:

1. Acknowledging Deafness as a sociocultural phenomenon. Accept and respect the bicultural and bilingual position of deaf children.

2. Aiming for high levels of achievement from children in (deaf) education with strict supervision and evaluation of education and teachers.

3. Change the hierarchical structure in deaf schools to a democratic structure 

4. Be open to new points of view in science and other disciplines and be open to opinions and ideas stemming from the Deaf community. (after Tijsseling 2001: 82)

The primary notion is that the prevailing medical model underlying Deaf education should be replaced by a socio-cultural input. This is the baseline premise that we base our following discussion on.

We also refer the reader to Tijsseling (2001) for her vision of deaf education which entails ensuring that all deaf children have the opportunity to form a positive deaf identity by attending special schools for primary level, with secondary education split between deaf schooling and supported mainstream settings. She argues that this maximises their development of self-esteem and gives them and understanding of hearing cultural norms and the educational expectations that apply to non special-school settings, thus giving them the competitive edge.

3. The Principle of Bilingualism in Deaf Education

Bilingual education is a complex issue which has been addressed in a number of ways throughout the world. The complexity of introducing bilingual education in a region where one language is dominant and the other language involved is a minority (spoken) language or a lesser used (spoken) language has been a recurring theme in many countries (e.g. the introduction of Beja in education in Sudan and Egypt (Wedekind, Wedekind and Musa 2002)). The underlying issues involved are the same regardless of the modality of the languages involved (i.e. spoken or signed languages). Issues that must be addressed include, establishing a framework for bilingual programmes, which will depend on the philosophical underpinnings of educational authorities: e.g. will both languages be taught throughout the educational programme or will the dominant language supersede the minority language at some stage? Is the programme aiming to add a language to the child’s linguistic repertoire and value each language equally or is the minority language viewed as a linguistic gateway to acquiring the dominant language? (cf. Baker 1996 for further discussion of educational policies in developing bilingual programmes).

The principle of sign language/ spoken language bilingualism, or “bimodal” bilingualism is not new. Scandinavian countries have been delivering bilingual programmes in Deaf schools for over a decade now (see Mahshie 1995 for a discussion of the establishment of bilingual programmes for the deaf in Scandinavia and North America). The recent establishment of the bilingual preschool “Model School for the Deaf” is a very welcome development in Ireland, which should serve as an excellent introduction to ISL/English bilingualism. However, the system of education as a whole needs re-evaluation in order to ensure continuity of provision of bilingual approaches throughout primary and post-primary education.

Further, we suggest that there is a need to systematically review the aims and objectives of Deaf education and the expected educational outcomes for Deaf children. This will not only entail defining a bilingual policy, but also putting in place the functional, human and material resources that enable delivery of a professional programme. To do this, a starting point must be a clear understanding of the grammar of ISL, and the milestones of ISL acquisition that are achieved by deaf children acquiring ISL as a first or second language. It will be essential to train Deaf teachers and to enhance the signing skills and cultural awareness of existing teachers. Consideration must be given to material development: ISL materials need to be available that are commensurate with the demands of the national curriculum. A writing system for ISL may also be considered, for example Sign Writing (Sutton 2001) Benchmarking exercises could be put in place to develop a system of best practice, taking examples from recognised experts in the field of bimodal bilingual approaches and other spoken language bilingual education programmes. These are just some of the issues that we propose are necessary to ensure excellence in the realm of bilingual education for deaf children in Ireland.

4. Recognition of ISL in the Education Act and Consequences thereof

The Education Act (1998) makes reference to the possibility for the use of “Irish Sign Language or another sign language” for deaf children. However, the option of choosing a natural sign language or a created sign system in the education of deaf children seems to be presented as a support tool, which functions as a back-up to oral-based language teaching. This “sign language as support to learning a spoken language” seems to sit in opposition to a philosophical notion aimed at fully embracing and supporting the inclusion of ISL across the curriculum for all deaf children. Despite this seeming ambivalence, we believe that the inclusion of a clear reference to sign languages is a positive step towards equal inclusion of ISL in the curriculum for Deaf students. However, as we shall discuss in more detail later, there is a need to establish a clear route to achievement of this goal. The inclusion of ISL in the curriculum should not be viewed as a “last resort for those children for whom spoken English cannot function as a first language”, as has been the traditional attitude (e.g. 1972 Report on the Education of Children with Impaired Hearing). Instead, we propose that ISL be afforded the same status as other European languages in the curriculum, with commensurate study opportunities. 

This, of course, entails that ISL would be taught as a legitimate part of the primary and post-primary curriculum, with appropriate measures for testing devised and applied to Leaving Certificate students at all levels rather than solely at Leaving Certificate Applied level as is currently the case. Obviously, the issue of written examinations would have to be reviewed, as ISL does not yet have an established written form.
 We would be happy to discuss alternative possibilities, such as the system of examination in use at the Centre for Deaf Studies. We believe that introducing a wider range of leaving cert courses in ISL and Deaf Studies would additionally assist a greater level of academic acceptance of ISL at third level. Such a move would not be unique to Ireland: indeed, American Sign Language (ASL) has been accepted by many US-based universities as an acceptable “foreign language” requirement for entry to certain university programmes (Wilcox and Wilcox 1991) This would also open the door to increased mainstream use of ISL among non-deaf post-primary students who may see ISL as an attractive language option.

We believe that the increased recognition and acceptance of sign languages throughout the European Union and Council of Europe member states suggests that it is time to re-evaluate ISL as a language of limited opportunity used only by those with impaired hearing (Krausnecker 2001). In line with moves to value linguistic and cultural diversity as representative of the character of the European Union, we suggest that the inclusion of ISL as part of a broad-based language curriculum is the way forward. Moves towards developing such an approach should be eligible for funding under the range of Socrates projects funded by the European Union.

5. Training of Deaf Teachers

There is a recognised need for a cohort of appropriately qualified deaf teachers to facilitate a move towards bimodal bilingualism where Irish Sign Language and English are equally valued in the academic environment. We are proposing a model of additive bilingualism, where opportunities to develop a second language (this would in many ways be dependent on the individual child’s linguistic background) would be actively encouraged. We suggest that Deaf children, regardless of level of hearing loss, should have the opportunity to learn ISL. We refer the reader to models of bilingualism operating in Deaf schools in Sweden where Deaf teachers teach “average” Deaf children American Sign Language, English and German in addition to their ‘base-line’ languages, Swedish and Swedish Sign Language (T. Rollven, personal communication 2002). In such approaches, the Deaf child’s experience is reflected in the classroom materials used (see for example Bettini and Battista, undated for an example of an English text used in Finnish schools).

Deaf teachers are clearly important partners in any development of Deaf education. Beyond the academic qualifications that they bring, they function as role models, and share an empathy with their students that even the most dedicated, skilled and qualified hearing teacher cannot. Shared identity is central to membership of the Deaf community (Matthews 1996, Ladd 1988) and the empathy arising from the common experience of deafness and the resulting medical and educational interventions that arise is crucial in understanding the perspectives of young deaf people. The presence of Deaf teachers is more important still when it comes to issues of positive mental well-being: Schowe (1979) reports that many deaf children who never encounter deaf adults firmly believe that they will become hearing on leaving school. This can lead to considerable problems in later life with respect to accepting one’s identity as a deaf person (Kyle 2002, Ladd 1988).

Given that the early years of many deaf children’s lives are spent exploring medical responses to deafness (e.g. cochlear implantation, gene therapy, etc.), the deaf child is frequently left with the feeling that they are inadequate due to their status as deaf people
. This perception of self seems to carry over to the educational field: in our experience, very capable Deaf students have made self-depreciating comments regarding their own intellectual abilities on the basis of their status as deaf people. 

There is a clear parallel between the reported experiences of many deaf people (particularly those labelled “oral failures”) and the educational experience of minority cultures and ethnic groups. For example, Holmes (2001) reports on the experiences of British West Indians in the 1980’s in the UK. Their Patois was considered by educationalists to be a deficient form of English. This attitude prevailed and the outcome of such attitudes hindered the educational progress of Jamaican children in Britain. Holmes reports how teachers described the language of their West Indian pupils as “babyish”, “careless and slovenly” and “lacking proper grammar” – these are all criticisms that have been equally levelled by educators at sign language users. It is suggested that the overt negative attitude towards speakers of stigmatised languages in some way parallels the (perceived) social status of their communities rather than the languages themselves. 

Holmes cites another case from the USA where African American children were being labelled as “learning disabled” because their use of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) was not recognised as a valid and full form of linguistic expression by their school. A group of parents took the authorities to court. The school in question was found guilty of not adequately providing for the children attending, as the teachers did not know AAVE. Clearly then, the attitudes that are held by educators are taken on board by students and can have a detrimental educational and social impact on individuals, and by default on entire communities, particularly where a minority community exists and the core members of such a small community are educated in the same educational institutions.

Taking this on board, we believe that an urgent evaluation of the underlying attitudes of educationalists and other professionals supporting the education of deaf children needs to be carried out to benchmark current perceptions and to formulate a strategy for developing a true partnership between the stakeholders involved in the education of deaf children in modern Ireland. This would be the first step in a systematic move towards generating a common goal for the education of deaf children that respects their experience of the world as deaf people.

A parallel issue is the training of Deaf teachers. Given the outcomes of deaf education in the past decades, there has been very little scope for the encouragement of young Deaf people wishing to train as teachers. One major issue was the requirement that all trainee primary school teachers must hold a certain level of qualification in the Irish language. Given that Irish was not (and still is not) taught in special schools, this effectively precluded Irish Deaf people from training as teachers in Ireland. A small number of people trained abroad, but it is clear that there is a need to actively promote the training of Deaf teachers for the reasons cited above. We would suggest that the Department replace the Irish language prerequisite for entry to teacher training with a prerequisite that Deaf students hold appropriate ISL qualifications (e.g. a higher level leaving certificate). Given that such a qualification is not yet available, it would seem that the Department will need to develop an interim strategy for training Deaf teachers. One suggestion would be that students who already hold a teaching qualification (e.g. a Diploma in Irish Sign Language Teaching or a Degree in Deaf Studies where a core component related to teaching) be offered exemptions on existing training programmes. Several individuals holding such qualifications (or higher level qualifications such as a Masters degree in Applied Linguistics, for example), could be offered incentives to train as recognised teachers as part of a clearly stated objective to increase the number of Deaf teachers in the schools. 

A related issue is the pre-requisite medical assessment which potential student teachers must undertake. The Committee on Access and Participation of Students with Disabilities in Higher Education’s Report to the Higher Education Authority(1994, Section 5.9) note that “The Department of Education (now Education and Science) regulations which apply to all colleges of education specify that before a student is admitted the medical officer of the college must certify that she or he is of sound and healthy constitution and free from any physical or mental defect likely to impair his or her usefulness as a teacher. The Committee considers that this restriction is completely inappropriate and should be eliminated immediately. The right of any disabled student to apply for and obtain a place should not be constrained by extraneous considerations regarding subsequent employment” We concur with this recommendation.

Further, we would like to draw attention to the fact that medical model definitions of disability contained in recent legislation (e.g. Equal Status Act 2000) actually reinforce this form of exclusion by equating “disability” with “defect”. This understanding of disability contradicts all of the most recent research proposed by disabled people themselves on definitions of disability (for example see Oliver and Barnes 1998). The interpretation of deafness as “defect” is also rejected by Deaf people. Clearly language portrays attitudes: if the Department of Education is serious in its wish to promote appropriate representation of Deaf teachers in the field of Deaf Education, then the very labels used to describe Deaf people must be reconsidered.

6. Role- Models in Deaf Education: Deaf Teachers versus Teaching Assistants

The opportunity to train as recognised teachers needs to be actively promoted by the Department. The move towards appointing Deaf people as teaching assistants in the special schools has been a radical move to increase the involvement of Deaf professionals in the education system. However, there are limitations inherent to this approach.

A primary flaw is the fact that a two-track system will emerge, where the Deaf assistant is perceived as less skilled than their hearing counterpart, even though they may in fact be better skilled linguistically than their hearing colleague vis-à-vis communicating with Deaf children in a culturally appropriate manner. Such an approach denies the possibility for a truly equal delivery of education where both deaf and hearing colleagues are on equal footing. While there are so very few deaf teachers, there is the possibility that a two-tier system will emerge where a culture of hearing person as professional, deaf person as professional’s assistant dominates. This is something that needs to be avoided. It is imperative that Deaf people are facilitated in gaining entry to recognised teacher training programmes. It goes without saying that while attending such training, additional supports must be put in place to support learning (e.g. reading support, note-takers, interpreters, the opportunity to submit work in ISL, etc.) The Centre for Deaf Studies is willing to consult on the practical implementation of such measures as appropriate.

7. Profiling the current situation

There is a clear need for benchmarking current practices. Before a comprehensive move forward can be advocated, there is a need to identify current approaches to education at pre-school, primary school, post-primary school and at third level. While we understand that the remit of the Advisory committee covers the first three of these areas, we include the third level sector as the involvement of deaf students or lack thereof at third level and the experiences that they bring can feed back into the continual move for development that will lead to a cutting edge response to the needs of deaf children.

We propose that the Department collate data regarding the educational experiences of deaf people, including recent school leavers from both the special schools and mainstream settings. We know that there are gaps between what service providers presume to be “best” for deaf children, what hearing parents want for their deaf children and what deaf people themselves state was their experiences (for example, see forthcoming graduate study work supervised by Dr. Michael Shevlin, Education Department, TCD). However, no formal appraisal of these fundamentally different views has occurred to date. Another primary domain for review is that of literacy skills attained by deaf school-leavers. The last report on literacy skill development was conducted in the mid 1980’s (James, O’Neill and Smyth (undated). We suggest that as moves towards bilingual education are instigated (even on pilot project bases), there is a need to be able to compare and contrast literacy skill development on a longitudinal basis. 

This brings us to suggest that there is a need to establish a clear partnership relationship between the Model School for the Deaf and the CDS with respect to mapping children’s ISL and English language development in a bilingual setting. Indeed, as mentioned earlier, a comprehensive guide to milestones in ISL development for deaf children remains to be established. This would surely be a criterial part of a process in a system that focuses on the issue of linguistic attainment so closely.

8. Specific Issues: Deaf Students at Third Level

In this section we will address a number of issues that have been identified with respect to the experiences of Deaf students attending third level education.

8.1 Low Self Esteem

Because of the experiences many mature Deaf students have had at primary and post primary level regarding the exclusion of sign language from their education and the requirement that to be successful students that they must acquire good oral communication skills, many Deaf students who use ISL as their first or preferred language come to third level with very low self-expectations. They have low self-esteem and tend to believe that educational achievement will be more difficult for them simply because they are deaf. While there are clearly additional issues surrounding educational access for deaf people at third level, for example, coping with academic texts, developing critical analytical skills, we would suggest that there is a clear need for deaf children’s self-belief to be nurtured at primary and post-primary schools. 

We suggest that one means of nurturing self belief is through the encouragement of sign language development for all deaf children: this is an additive form of bilingualism rather than a subtractive form insofar as it allows for the development of a strong language base associated with a vibrant minority community that has been recognised at European level (European Parliament Resolutions 1988, 1998, Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly Resolution 2001, European Union and Council of Europe European Year of Languages 2001), and in a de facto way in the Irish context through, for example, the provision of sign language interpreters in post-secondary education, through the use of signed systems in the schools for the Deaf, the establishment of the Model School for the Deaf Project and the establishment of a home tutoring programme for pre-school Deaf children and their families.

A move towards a truly bilingual Deaf population is not merely one of identifying a methodological approach for implementing such a proposal: it entails a cultural shift in the attitudes traditionally held by educators regarding Irish Sign Language and towards bilingualism itself. Obviously bilingualism exists as a continuum of prototypicality, with very few bilinguals operating at the same level of proficiency in all domains of life in both their languages. While this is the case for all language communities, we need to recognise that bilingualism is the norm rather than the exception for human experience: the vast majority of people in the world are bilingual or plurilingual - not monolingual (Graddol, Chesire and Swann 1994). We need to ensure that Deaf people are offered the opportunity to fulfil their bilingual potential in a manner that is respectful to all languages and cultures involved. To facilitate this, there is a clear need for more Deaf role models in educational environments for deaf students (i.e. as qualified teachers as well as fulfilling teacher’s assistant roles), for existing teachers to develop fluency in ISL, and for an increased critical awareness of linguistic and sociolinguistic differences that impact on teaching in what is effectively a cross-cultural teaching environment.

8.2 Lack of awareness that ISL is a language in the truest sense

Given the attitudes of educators (as outlined earlier), many Deaf adults who are core members of the Deaf community, using ISL as their preferred language are initially sceptical about ISL’s status as a true language. This is an experience that has been paralleled in other contexts where spoken minority languages have been denied at official level and are excluded from use in official domains, with the result that many speakers of the language may view it (or have previously viewed it) as less valuable or less capable of handling complex notions than their dominant linguistic neighbours (e.g. in Hawaii, Haitian Creole is considered a low status language in comparison to French, which is seen as a high-status language (Holmes 2001 (2nd edition: 90)).

8.3 Belief that studying is harder for deaf people

Several Deaf students have argued that learning is more difficult for deaf people on the basis of their deafness: when asked why they hold this belief they typically state that they have been repeatedly told that Deaf people cannot do x, y or z. Attending a prestigious university was traditionally considered beyond the reach of profoundly Deaf students who use a sign language and this fact was repeated over and over again in the educational experience of the Deaf students we have encountered. For example, one gradate who is profoundly deaf and aged 40+ years reported requesting that he be allowed to attend the academic classes offered to “oral successes” in his school for the Deaf. Because he was considered an “oral failure”, he was precluded from doing so and was instead offered vocational training in manual subjects. This man has since completed an undergraduate degree. Clearly, low educational achievement is not a predetermined outcome of the state of deafness, nor of the use of a sign language as a preferred linguistic mode of expression. This fact can be supported by noting that the student who scored the highest overall grade at the Centre in the academic year 2001-2 was a Deaf person. We suggest that where inclusive supports are put in place, Deaf people can achieve their full potential. However, we also believe that a “can-do” culture must be developed in the Deaf schools in order to psychologically prepare Deaf people for educational success. This is a precursor to educational attainment. 

Coupled with this, we suggest that there is a need to explore alternative teaching strategies that take account of the fact that deaf students are visual learners: strategies for learning, such as “mind-mapping” techniques build on that strength and have received positive feedback from students who have tried them as a learning aid here at the Centre for Deaf Studies. Other factors for consideration include the use of visual based supports to learning (video/ posters/ powerpoint) rather than dense text-based materials, along with culturally relevant examples to illustrate key points

8.4 Belief that they will experience an educational environment like that in school

Deaf students presenting for interview for places at the Centre for Deaf Studies have typically asked questions that relate to the educational culture of the Centre. Many bring expectations that university will be an extension of their post-primary educational experiences. While this perception is commonly held by many students (hearing and deaf) attending third level for the first time, Deaf students often bring with them negative experiences of the educational environment, where their own opinions, beliefs and language choice were considered to be flawed. We believe that critical thinking needs to be developed among Deaf students: the opportunity for Deaf students to become active in challenging preconceived notions and in debating inherited notions needs to be created. Here at the Centre, we dedicate a week before the beginning of the academic year to consider some of these issues, but we believe that such critical thinking and public debating strategies need to be developed pre-third level, as these are life-skills that will serve every student well.

8.5 Belief that their knowledge is flawed

Deaf students often underestimate the value of their own knowledge, believing that their contribution is probably less reliable than that of a hearing counterpart. This seems to stem from the belief that hearing people have more access to information and are therefore are more reliably informed than Deaf people. This belief is in some ways supported given the reported low levels of literacy among Deaf people (e.g. Conrad 1979). As a result of this, academic texts are more difficult to access; media information that is subtitled is still not maximally accessible to all members of the Deaf community
. We believe that bilingual programmes will have a crucial role to play in ensuring that literacy rates amongst the Irish Deaf community increases. Notably, in terms of the current adult population, the Link-Up project is carrying out invaluable work in the area of adult literacy development.

8.6 How can the situation be improved?

We believe that this culture of underachievement and low self-esteem is related to issues of identity. Deaf people’s identity is inherently related to their sense of self as a people who experience the world visually (for example, Deaf people contrast themselves with “hearing people” who experience the world as a place filled with auditory input). Ladd (1998) has termed this cultural experience “Deafhood”. Deafhood is, in part, expressed through the use of a sign language. We know that languages serve in part to encode cultural templates. Recognition of a language de-stigmatises not only the language, but also the community of language users. We find that in countries where indigenous sign languages are recognised, Deaf people are more confident in the value of their cultural heritage and in their sense of having the right to participate in further education as sign language users: this contrasts with the current situation where many sign language users seem to believe that partially or moderately deaf people may find it easier to succeed in third level education than profoundly deaf people because they are more versed in “hearing” norms of culture than they are.

9. Training, Research, Development and Consultation

We have a number of proposals with regard to future development. Here, we briefly outline each point in turn:

9.1 Training

Some examples of training programmes might include the following:

· In-service training could be offered to Deaf members of staff in the schools for the deaf. For example, those currently holding no qualifications could be seconded to take part-time Diploma course or a specially devised certificate programme.

· The Centre for Deaf Studies would be happy to consider hosting joint in-service training days (e.g. with VISTA) for exploring particular issues of critical importance to educational professionals– e.g. attitudes to deafness, the grammar of ISL, the development of “deaf-friendly” educational environments etc.)

· The Centre would also be happy to develop a set of introductory courses aimed at priming deaf school-leavers or mature students for the challenges of third level education.

9.2 Research

Examples of the areas of research that we believe is crucial to future development of an equitable educational system for Deaf people includes the following:

· Mapping the current situation: evaluate the current status of service delivery (pre-school, bilingual, oralist, other). 

· Evaluate current levels of language skill attained by school leavers (this could include literacy skill, but also, significantly, knowledge of spoken English and ISL)

· Evaluate language attitudes (parental, teachers, members of the Deaf community)

· Identify strategies for increasing the number of qualified deaf personnel in the field

· Identifying strategies for promoting awareness of Deaf culture and ISL skill level amongst teachers and other professionals in the educational, welfare, health and guidance services.

· Identify the cohort of people involved in delivering home tutoring in ISL to Deaf children and their families. Outline their range of qualifications and experience and the curriculum that exists (if any is in place).

9.3 Development:

Future development projects might include the following:

· Identifying cutting edge approaches to the delivery of education to deaf students at all ages: implementing a curriculum that is maximally effective, with continual monitoring of progress, with feedback from all major stakeholders.

· Life-long learning possibilities: cultivate opportunities for ongoing educational development among the wider Deaf community (e.g. by maximising access in VEC programmes and perhaps identifying a range of programmes that could be made accessible across the country). 

· Developing dictionaries for special purposes

· Developing language-learning materials for the implementation of a bilingual curriculum. Materials would be multimedia, and some Sign Writing materials may also be developed. All materials would be culturally relevant.

· Identifying appropriate means for assessing the proficiency of sign language users across the curriculum

· Developing ordinary and higher Leaving Cert papers in ISL. A follow-on to this would entail lobbying to gain acceptance of such qualifications as alternatives to Irish for students applying to third level institutions where hitherto Irish was a pre-requisite for entry (e.g. primary teacher training).

9.4 Consultation

The Centre for Deaf Studies is willing to consult with the Department/ the Advisory Committee regarding the proposals contained in this document. We would further add that we are willing to function as a resource for the Department of Education and Science’s Inspectorate whose duties include acting as advisors to the Minister on any matter relating to the linguistic needs of Deaf children in recognised schools (Education Act 1998: Article 13:4e), should this be required by the Department. We envisage that this could include consultancy, training and independent or joint research.

10. Summary

The Irish Deaf education sector has traditionally failed to deliver an holistic education to deaf students for whom ISL is a primary or preferred language. This is evidenced in the low literacy levels achieved by profoundly Deaf people, by the very small percentage of Deaf students who enter third level education and by the traditional exclusion of ISL as a part of the national curriculum, or as a means of delivering the national curriculum. 

There is a clear need to re-evaluate the system. A clear philosophical objective must be clarified prior to implementing a “new” approach to Deaf education. ISL must be described: a grammar of the language is an essential precursor to the development of appropriate textbooks or multimedia classroom materials. Such materials must be developed but they must also encode cultural specific norms of the Deaf experience (e.g. Bettini and Battista (undated)).

Deaf teachers must be trained: an interim system for training appropriate candidates must be implemented and a long term-strategy for recruiting and training Irish Deaf people as teachers needs to be established. Existing teachers must be required to attain an acceptable level of Irish Sign Language (ISL)(which needs to be specified by the Department) and an understanding of “Deafhood” from a cultural perspective.

Longitudinal research must be put in place to examine a range of issues including the literacy achievements of deaf students in a bilingual environment vis-à-vis those in other contexts, Irish Sign Language development milestones, development of English as a second language in a bilingual environment, positive outcomes with respect to educational achievement and emotional development where ISL is a recognised language. This is not meant as an exhaustive list, rather as an indication of some of the issues that might be addressed in the coming decade. The findings of such research must be implemented in practice.

The Centre for Deaf Studies is a willing potential partner for these activities. We are willing to meet with the Advisory Committee to discuss any of the issues that we have raised in this submission.
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� Note that the Centre for Deaf Studies is examining the potential of a system known as Sign Writing (Sutton 2001) for use as an appropriate tool for writing ISL.


� While medical opportunities to minimise the impact of deafness are sought, early opportunities for acquiring ISL are frequently missed. Indeed, the general trend seems to be that use of a sign language is considered as a last resort, and are explored only when other interventions are not possible (e.g. cochlear implantation). This factor also impacts on deaf people’s sense of self and identity: for many, the major question is: if ISL is considered a “last resort” as a communication option for deaf children, how can it have status and how can it really be “proper language”? And, if one doesn’t know a “proper language”, how can one be considered intelligent? How can a Deaf person who uses ISL therefore be considered to be eligible to continue to third level and become a professional? These are questions that arise as a consequence of the historical exclusion of ISL in the education system.


� Mindess (1999) reports that Deaf people culturally place greater value on information that comes from verifiable sources (i.e. the personal experience of a member of the Deaf community is considered to be more valid than a written English version of that experience). She argues that this is a reflection of what she refers to as a “high-context culture”, where there is a great deal of shared information among members of a given community. She contrasts this with “low-context cultures” where greater anonymity exists among members of the community and where an expectation that information is common knowledge does not exist. Mindess argues that high-contextuality or lack thereof is encoded in language to a certain degree, for example, in sign languages we encode spatial relations in great detail and object specificity is an integral part of certain verb forms.
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