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(a version of this to appear in Kyle, Growing Up in Sign and Word, 1994)

Abstract:  Throughout the longstanding debate about the education of deaf children there has always been the demand that the deaf child be given the opportunity to acquire the lanaguage of the majority community.  The disagreement has been on how and when this learning should take place.  New discoveries on sign language have led to a recognition of the possibilities for education.  Bilingual approaches in education are not new and indeed, for the majority of people in the world, biloinguialism is a way of life.  This paper explores some of these views on bilingualism and attempts to apply them to deaf children's needs.  some analysis of the different models of bilingualism in education is also offered.

The background to the debate about bilingualism in deaf education has been the search for a more appropriate means of educating deaf children.  An increasing dissatisfaction with the outcomes of education for deaf children has led to wide-ranging debate in the UK on methodology.  Unfortunately, the methodology debate is sometimes used to distract attention from the issue raised by deaf people themselves - language.  For educators, the goals are rather clear cut - to provide the child with the concepts and knowledge of the society in which the child is growing up; in ideological terms - to realise the potential of the child and to make effective the contribution to society which he or she can make.  For deaf people, with the direct expereience of failure since the beginning of deaf education, the issue is about recognition, acceptance and about language.

When children's performance is not as expected educators tend to look for the cause - such cause is often seen  in terms of inappropriately-applied methodology.  The solution has then to be to alter the method.  What deaf people claim is that despite a shift in methodology the same attitude remains - one of ensuring that the deaf child is made as similar as possible to hearing children.  Total Communication arose as one of these solutions.  Results of programmes using TC do not indicate the predicted improvements.  Signing teachers have begun to discover the views of the deaf people with whom they work and also to discover the language and culture which is central to their lives.  They have begun to embrace a goal which allows the presence of two languages - sign and speech;  this goal offers the recognition of the two languages which deaf people have often requested.  But what is meant by bilingualism?

Bilingualism is just the use and knowledge of two languages by the same person.  The paths towards achieving bilingualism are very numerous and the balance between the two languages varies enormously.  It will still be termed bilingualism.  For deaf children and their families these comments are very important.  Unlike bilingual families where they use spoken languages, parents of deaf children will often be monolingual(or at least will not have achieved competence in sign language when the child is born).  The parents may often have to learn sign language at the same time as their child is acquiring the language in the way deaf children have done for hundreds of years.  For these hearing families bilingualism is the use and knowledge of sign language and a spoken language(usually English) - in defining it in this way we do not demand any fixed level of competence in any member of the family and we recognise the variation in skills among the members of the family.  

What is central is that the child can develop comfortably and can interact freely in a language in which he or she will eventually be competent.  This aspect has to precede all the rest.

The bilingualism of the child progresses from the competence in interaction and will eventually achieve performance in both languages.  For deaf children, this will be signed, written and spoken to the level appropriate for the intelligence and hearing.

How to achieve this and how to understand the different models is the main subject of this paper.

Exploring the concept of Bilingualism

The issue of Bilingualism is often tied up with issues about minority communities and this is an appropriate place for this discussion to start.

In 1985, there were some 147 different languages spoken by children in schools in London, yet the Swann Report(1985) came out in favour of monolingualism in the education system.  Fishman(1989) says the American  Bilingual Education Act is an Act for Anglification of non-English speakers.  It has an inbuilt unfairness: 

"Identities are so apportioned between the majorities and minorities in the UK that the majority has no mother tongue.  Mother tongue refers to minority languages.  The majority has no one ethnicity;  ethnic language refers to minority and migrant languages.  The majority is not a community: community language refers to minority and migrant languages" p ix

There have been continuous language struggles throughout history - the 1847 report of the Church Commissioners in Wales attacked Welsh as likely to isolate the masses from the upper portions of society - people using Welsh in school had to wear a wooden halter(the Welsh knot).  Although progress has been made in the 1960s and 1970s in the USA this has largely been eroded by the latest pressure to make English the official language of the USA.

Mother tongue teaching can be divided into applications in family, community and school.  Generally there are problems in mother tongue teaching as the government has no real interest in it. The position of some minorities in the UK is:

Gaelic:  there are estimated to be just over 82,000 people who can speak, read or write Gaelic, only 58% in the Highlands.  These are virtually all bilinguals.

Irish: just over a million claim to speak Gaelic.

Welsh:  in 1981, there were claimed to be just over 500,000 speakers but virtually no monolinguals.

BSL:  there are probably 50,000 deaf people who can use BSL and perhaps the same number of hearing people.

Other languages: to put these into perspective there are probably around 125,000 Chinese speakers in the UK and over one million speakers of Asian languages. 

Being aware of the distribution of languages in the UK leads to a more balanced view of the issues of bilingualism.  Deaf people who are bilingual are part of a much larger number of indigenous and immigrant groups.

Some descriptions: 

Bilingualism is difficult to define but one should distinguish between societal and individual bilingualism.  The former can be seen in countries such as Switzerland and Belgium, where there is territorial monolingualism.  Pohl(1965) gives us some types:

Horizontal bilingualism : 2 languages have equivalent status in official, cultural and family life.  Vertical bilingualism : where a dialect is used in conjunction with another language, as in Walloon Belgium(mostly this has been called diglossia).  Diagonal bilingualism : where non-related dialect is used as in Louisiana French and English.

How bilingual do you have to be?  Is it just to be able to say a few words or sentences? - unlikely;   or should it be comprehensive knowledge of both languages - ambilingualism?  This is very rare.  We have natural bilinguals who have not had any training but have grown up in a language situation.  This leaves us with secondary bilinguals who learn later.  These may have more problems and may have problems in translation or in certain domains of knowledge.  Ambilingualism is different from equilingualism or balanced bilingualism.  Here the languages are functional to the same extent.  But relatively few people are balanced because society usually creates separate domains for the use of the two languages.  

The situation of Finns in Sweden has often been considered as semi-lingual, but there is some dispute about the term.  The idea is that people do not learn either language properly due to inadequate developmental opportunities and it becomes a major handicapping factor in later life.  Yet it has been considered to be a problem as the sociocultural world in which the person lives may be the limiting factor not the language.   

Bilinguals are therefore not people with equal facility in 2 languages - there is always bound to be a weakness in one if language measures are used.  It can also be said that it is almost impossible to maintain a language at the full level while living in another culture.
Another term which we may be used is functional bilingualism.  This can be minimalist where the domain of use is very small and limited eg airline pilot English, or waiters' English in tourist spots.  This might not be considered bilingual.  However, the maximalist view is more in line with what we hope for in interpreters(an possibly also for teachers?):

"In this case the speaker is able to conduct all of his activities in a given dual linguistic environment satisfactorily.  Note that there is no reference to norms in this explanation, since such a speaker may well use patterns that are completely alien to the monoglot reference group and show heavy signs of interference in phonology, morphology, lexis and syntax.  However, to the extent that these do not impede communication between speaker and listener they do not get in the way of functional bilingualism.  It may well be true that the majority of adult bilinguals who have learned their second language later in life fall into this category."  p. 16-17

It is also possible to be a passive bilingual or receptive bilingual, where comprehension is possible but production is not.  This is reckoned to be easier for older learners.  Where a bilingual loses the facility to use the language because of long-term residence in another country, then this can become dormant bilingualism.  The opposite of the receptive bilingual is the productive bilingual.  Here the person becomes fluent and productive learning to express himself well in both languages.  Other terms for dealing with the area are asymmetric bilingualism where there is an imbalance in the language use.

One final term which may have applicability in the case of deaf people is additive and subtractive bilingualism.  The former occurs when the acquisition of the second language leads to an extension of cognitive and social skills - the second language is prized.  The latter occurs most often when the first language is denigrated most commonly in school.  What occurs is that the second language being of higher status comes to replace the first language in many functions.

Education:

We need to consider the implications for deaf education.  There are a number of issues to examine:

The origins of bilingual education
How we might classify it
What its purpose might be
Immersion methods
Some cognitive theory
Political decisions
Submersion/assimilitation
Immersion versus Bilingualism

Origins:  Bilingualism in education can be traced back to about 3000 BC as an approach taken by ancient Syria, where bilingual tablets have been found.  It was a feature of Greek and Roman culture, though in the Roman case there was some dispute as to the achievement in Greek and the level of the tuition.  It has remained a feature of cultures ever since and wherever there was culture contact then it became an important aspect.

Classifications:  There are different attempts to classify the educational approaches to bilingualism just as there have been classifications of the bilingualism itself.  One system by Mackey(1972 - see Genessee, 1987) leads to 90 different types!  However, it is instructive in forcing through some thoughts about the different features.  He suggests a classification along the lines of:

home:  bilingual/monolingual/ monolingual but different from school

curriculum: single medium (different from home) /dual medium / the extent to which the child experiences the curriculum as acculturation/ how the curriculum can influence language revival

community: language linked to community /different from community or from the nation etc

status of languages: relative to each other

In the deafness field, it is likely that most homes are monolingual, with those with deaf parents being monolingual in a different language ie sign language(but there is a possibility that the parents are bilingual in English and sign);  the curriculum is currently single medium in English, with a move towards dual medium;  the purpose of the curriculum has usually been assimilation or acculturation(ie educators want deaf children to become like hearing children);  in terms of community, the sign language used in school would be different to the national spoken language in the bilingual programme and would also be of much lower status.

Purpose: A different form of classification is offered by  Fishman and Lovas(1970) in that they suggest

transitional bilingualism where the aim is to reach the majority language or state language as quickly as possible

monoliterate bilingualism where the instruction in literacy is in only one language; the language of the home is only available in spoken form

partial bilingualism where both languages are taught in speech and written forms but only English is taught in all domains - the other languages is confined to social and home situations.

full bilingualism where both languages are given equal status

We can see these types in action in the deafness field where only English literacy is taught.  It is likely to be seen at present as a monoliterate bilingualism which is only partial.

These classifications are helpful in giving a vocabulary for the bilingualism which is being considered.  They do not yet tell us about method.  There are many.  One belief is that bilingualism is achieved by bringing children into contact with the second language and all will be well but it is a little more complex.  One approach which must be examined is immersion.

Methods - Immersion:  

One of the most famous approaches to bilingualsim has been the immersion approach taken in Canada where children from the majority English speakers are sent to a French-speaking school.  In these programmes, all the lessons are taught in French, as if the children were monolingual French children.  Programmes vary in their adherence to the strictness of the approach, with some being more bilingual, in that some teachers speak English.  some adopt a principle of territories - in this zone of the school all communication should be in English or in French.  In some cases the school administrators may be English  users while the teachers all use French.  The impression may be given that all the teachers are monolingual French speakers.

The results of achievement in these programmes is very favourable to language development.  In Immersion programmes especially where the immersion begins very early, the children are as good in English as their English controls.  Only in the very first stages is there a difference.  In late immersion programmes there is no setback in English as was sometimes supposed.

When immersion programs were first introduced into the public school system, there was considerable concern among parents and educators alike that students would have difficulty assimilating academic material if it were taught through a second language.  These concerns were fuelled  ... by the results of earlier research on the academic and linguistic development of bilingual children ... For the most part, this research has reported that bilingual children experience linguistic and academic deficits when compared with monolinguals.  As Cummins(1981) has pointed out, however, many of these studies were carried out in "subtractive bilingual" settings; that is in settings, which required the individuals learn a second language because the language of the school was different from the language of the home. Genessee, 1987, p. 40

Immersion students were also more sensitive to listener variables and were as good in academic subjects such as Maths.

Compared to French controls they were as good in comprehension but less good in production.  They also found that immersion centres were better than dual track schools.  These immersion settings were unlikely to alter ethnic identity - ie the children did not become French oriented at the expense of English culture.

Immersion seems to be good for language.

However, all is not as it seems.

Politics:  Many of the decisions about education come about through socio-political considerations.  In the case of immersion, the  findings have often been seen as an enemy of bilingualism.  How can this be?  Instead of the emphasis on the bilingual outcomes of immersion, it has been seen as an ideal way towards of assimilation of the minority groups.  Partial bilingualism or transitional bilingualism occurs, but the majority can pursue a monolingual policy in school.  This has been particularly marked in the US and seen also to a lesser extent in the UK.

It is absolutely wrong and against American concept to have a bilingual education program that is now openly, admittedly dedicated to preserving their native language and never getting them adequate in English so they can go out in the job market.  New York Times, March 3rd 1981.

This comes from President Reagan.  An equally interesting statement came from Theodore Roosevelt, in 1918:

We have room for but one language here and that is the English Language, for we intend to see that the crucible turns our people out as Americans, of american nationality, and not as dwellers in a polyglot boarding house, and we have room for but one loyalty and that is the loyalty to the American people.  Romaine 1989, p 225

A new law passed in California and in other states makes English the official language for public use.  In an attempt to make it the official law for the nation evidence was given to a Federal Commission which attempted to remove funding for bilingual programmes and repeal laws about multilingual ballots.

The basis of this US English group was often cited as the immersion programme in Canada.

Cognitive Theory: However, children from certain backgrounds seem to have difficulty in immersion programmes.  The situation in Canada is considerably different from most.  The children are middle class, come from homes where the majority language is spoken and are immersed in what is a minority language in their own country but a prestigious language worldwide.  This cannot be compared with the situation of minority language children who typically fail in education.

Cummins(1981) offers a theory which helps to explain this.  He suggests that there are two dimensions of language skill.




Cognitively demanding




Context embedded
 Context reduced





Cognitively  undemanding

Language skills typically develop in context dependent situations at home.  Here the language environment is enriched by shared experience.  Social interchange is also usually undemanding.  However, school is often context reduced because of the need to pass on information and the tasks which the children have to complete may be cognitively demanding - such as writing an essay.  The difficulty for a bilingual child is that their language proficiency is often in the undemanding context embedded situations.  What may be problematic is that the bilingual child may actually show skills in the cognitively demanding context embedded situation - eg discussing their own culture, he/she may have problems when it comes to the academic area.

This type of situation links to a second notion which is particularly appropriate for the oralist position, which is that when the child is lacking in the skills in one language then the need is for further immersion in that language.  This assumes what Cummins calls the separate underlying proficiency(SUP) - that language skills can be separated and relate only to a single language.  This goes against all the usual findings that language proficiency is linked across different languages - common underlying proficiency(CUP).  According to Cummins, CUP is more related to cognitively demanding context reduced situations, so use of the home language in cognitively demanding, context reduced situations will help academic achievement.

This is also linked to sociocultural features as children from minority groups typically have poor levels of esteem for their language and culture.  Bilingual proficiency is more likely where the languages are equally valued.

Models of Bilinguality

We can bring together the many strands of our discussion so far.  It is not simple.  The notion that all deaf people will become bilingual if only the hearing people would sign, cannot be accepted as the way forward on its own.  We need to understand a great deal about languages and their contact and we need to understand a great deal about people.

The simplest point and the one which is most telling, is the argument that hearing people do not learn sign very well.  In a programme which was announced to be bilingual from such and such a date, the policy makers will encounter the same difficulties of their staff.  Parents told the same thing, may also see it as an additional burden.  So how bilingual can you become in a few weeks of evening study?  Without proper support and clear motivation, and without contact with native users of that language, it is obvious that one cannot get very far.  To use that language with people(children) who may know it better than you do is going to be a further problem.  The issue of classroom control will be felt, but it might appear in other guises, such as how to match the teacher's signing to the varying(and often, low) levels of the children.  How can the teacher cope with speaking children mixed with signing children?  Many reasons for not implementing a bilingual programme may arise from the difficulties of the learning situation and the context in which it is to be used in school.  It involves a great deal of risk on the part of the teacher.

This is a major problem.

Pressure for Bilingualism

The arguments for a bilingual approach now seem quite compelling.  The paper from Johnson et al(1989 - Unlocking the Curriculum) is quite categorical in the statement of the failure of not only oral/aural approaches but of TC approaches as well.  They propose ASL as the first language and the language of instruction of the deaf child.  They want deaf children to be a language minority but there are a number of difficulties in the view and in how it would help the deaf child.  It is not clear that being a minority group actually helps your position.  And deaf people are not a simple minority(see the first figure in the appendix).

Although it is easy to see how deaf people are in an oppressive relationship to the larger community, they are split into two groups.  Although the DCDP group(deaf children from deaf parents) are similar to other minorities, the majority DCHP(deaf children with hearing parents) are quite different.  Majority parents do not have children born into minority situations in the spoken language field.  Nevertheless, the outcomes for both those from deaf families and those from hearing has tended to be the same.

Deaf people are prevented from working in many areas of employment because they would be less productive than a hearing person in that setting - what is not considered is that it is the situation which is inherently limiting and not the competence of the deaf person.  Achievement is limited precisely because of the immersion in speech which seems the priority of society.  All of the research supports the view that immersion in a minority language works for a majority child, but immersion in the majority language for a minority child leads to academic disaster.  Education in this form is inherently limiting for the deaf child.  

"The picture is different for the minority child.  Whereas there are many indications that the minority child benefits from being introduced to literacy in his mother tongue, this is too often ignored, either because the covert goal is assimilation of the minority child into the mainstream culture; or because the means are unattainable or economically too costly (as for example, when the language is not written, or when there are no teaching materials or trained teachers available); or because those who plan education are still ignorant of research results, believe in the myth of bilingual handicap and are convinced that the earlier the child is introduced to a prestigious L2 the better he will develop academically.  Bilingual education programs and mother tongue teaching in the early school years have been shown to benefit minority children and improve their academic achievement."  Hamers and Blanc, 1989, p 213.

Language Levels on Entry to Programmes

Another of the background factors which makes sign bilingualism different is the expected level of language at the entry point of the programme.  This is not a perfect situation for the deaf child.  

While those from deaf parents have at least the likelihood that sign competence is achieved, there is no guarantee in either DCHP or DCDP that they will have acquired BSL before entry to school.  In the case of DCDP the problem is the inherited pressure situation for the parents.  "Do I want my child to be the same as me ie excluded from mainstream because of lack of English or do I wish them to have a deaf pride?"  As a result many DCDP will grow up in an a strange environment where the parents will attempt to use English (sign) with the child but BSL when addressing the other parent.  BSL may be presented as a less favourable option and the child may not even attend the deaf club.  In those circumstances the target for the parents may be mainstream education and they may deny the use of BSL.  At the very least the child arrives in the school programme with communicative competence but this is not necessarily well developed language.  It should have however, given a free access to communication and should have led to good cognitive development(see figure 2 in the appendix).

Even in the favourable situation where the child is acquiring BSL the likelihood is that the language will be primarily used in informal home settings and will not have been perceived as a meaningful language for the transmission of information.  It is a classic context dependent, cognitively undemanding situation.

Where we have DCHP, the situation is much more problematic.  Until recently there has been no provision of BSL in the home and the deaf child has had to struggle with even the most basic communication.  As a result we cannot establish at what level of language competence the deaf child typically reaches school.  Under a bilingual programme the situation may be different but at least in the initial stages we will have to cater for DCHP who have not had an early access to language.

The most likely situation is what has been described as gesture development.  In this case the deaf child masters some of the grammar of BSL but without having had access to sign users.  The competence level of parents is unclear.

What occurs when the child arrives at school is predictable.  The children do not have developed language skills and what is required at school is cognitively demanding language use and information reception.  Deaf children will have an inevitable mismatch in their competence.  The fact that the didactic style(teaching approach, curriculum delivery) will be rather different from what the child has experienced will also be a problem.

We have therefore major problems in designing a programme from scratch.  Before trying to take these into account we need to consider what models we might ultimately use.

Models of Bilingualism

There are a number of possibilities for bilingual programmes.  The first is relatively simple and is happening to some extent in schools today(see figure 3 in the appendix).  The school model has English as the means of main instruction but BSL used in a remedial support system.  This might correspond to a location view - BSL is used in the Unit and English in the mainstream.  In this situation all the high status communication is carried out in English and the low status interaction is in sign.  It is hardly likely to produce a functional bilingualism.

In the Person model(figure 4 in the appendix), BSL is associated with certain people, usually deaf, and English is associated with others, usually hearing.  Unfortunately, there are likely to be status differences - the hearing people are the real teachers and the deaf people are the assistants.  Again this is hardly likely to raise the status and promote an equivalent view of the languages.

In the Integrated model (see figure 5 in the appendix) which might be combined with the above, the deaf child receives the English based information in sign but through an interpreter.  Here the issue is access and the debate becomes one of whether the deaf child can cope with an English based curriculum.  We are presenting the English use as the norm and the deaf child as having to cope with information second hand.

The dangers in this approach are that the interpreters almost by definition, come from the majority culture and the likelihood is that they are not trained in the use of the educational concepts which would have to be used in BSL.  

In the two languages model(figure 6) we approach what is the ideal - both languages are used interchangeably by all children whether deaf or hearing and by all teachers whether deaf or hearing.  It is therefore possible to see high status people using sign and to receive information in other subjects(eg Maths) in sign.  It would also be fitted to the notion that in the home both languages would be used.  It is the most appropriate form for creating bilingual identity in all children.  

Unfortunately, it has several drawbacks.  The first is that there are many languages around which are vying for this sort of treatment - it could not reasonably be upheld in a mainstream setting.  It could only be a possibility in a deaf school.  It is also subject to the main complaint from current educationalists that hearing people cannot learn sign properly.  We have only a limited answer to this at present and one which draws on your own findings of second language learning.  If one approaches the learning in the best way then it is possible to learn to sign.

A fall back model is the learning model(figure 7).  This model places learning as the main target and says that when the child is in the early stages of learning, we should evaluate the most appropriate balance of English and sign for the family.  The child should have access to the easiest language to learn at the earliest time and this should be the means of interaction and communication.  Interaction and the learning of "world" knowledge takes priority over all else.  Language(s) are acquired along the way or are learned later.  This means that English in its written form is approached at a later stage for the child even though English cultural information is available from the beginning - in the home and at school.

To achieve such a system there has to be involvement of deaf people at the early stages and in the home.  The concept of deaf mentors, deaf consultants, deaf grandparents would be introduced but one must be careful to avoid a sense of the family's ownership being supplanted by deaf community membership.

However, what this model does is to ensure that the child arrives at school at least with a high level of competence in BSL and therefore, a vehicle for learning and interaction.  What is still required is an indication that the child will eventually learn English.

The Bilingual Programme

Elements of all five models above can be seen in current practices in the field of education.  It is not that there is a correct way nor is it likely that all models will come together easily.  It is not obvious how we would measure their success.  Indications from our research are that deaf children do not learn BSL in a TC programme.  Deaf children do not master the features of their language comparable to those of English at anything like the same age level.  Although we can say that deaf children are able to learn sign and that it is possible to learn a language with minimal input, the education system is severely hampered by the fact that the deaf child is not able to use fluent sign on entry to school.  The priority has got to be to ensure that the deaf child can function effectively in at least one language prior to entry to school.

Although we have a much higher profile for sign language now than at any other time, it is still not prevalent in education settings and parents may still be denied access.  Myths about the bilingual handicap still abound and the notion of sign supplanting the child's progress towards speech have to be countered.  There remains a fear that if the child does not speak early and exclusively, then the processes of speech will never develop.  Without speech the deaf young person will be dehumanised.  There are therefore three aspects to deal with:  the idea that using sign will mean that the child will lose or never develop speech, that speech if not created at the earliest point will never develop and that without speech the deaf person is less than human.

The last point is a very old one and can be linked to ideas of the 17th and 18th centuries.  As we can demonstrate more and more competent deaf people who use sign, we can rebut this point.

The first point can only be evaluated as more parents try to introduce sign to their child at an early age.  So far all the indications in personal reports are that use of sign early on improves speech.  Hard data is not yet available.  The second point is difficult to dispute.  If a language is not learned early it will not be learned well - the same applies to sign.  All we can indicate is that programmes of early intervention exclusively in speech with deaf children do not inevitably produce speech competence.  The findings over the last 15 years show that speech production after 12 years of oral education may be very poor indeed.  The priority must be to introduce at the earliest point, the language which the child can most easily learn and then introduce the difficult languages later.

The issue of change in attitude to the language is as much a matter for deaf people as for hearing people.  If deaf parents give an ambiguous message in relation to sign and do not show confidence in sign, then it is unlikely that hearing parents will feel comfortable about early sign.  However, the problem for deaf people is the legacy of pressure on their language, the expectation of failure associated with sign use.  Changing this will take time and an enormous effort on the part of the deaf community.  In the meantime, there are difficulties for the advocates of sign bilingualism.  The third major priority is to raise the status of sign language.

These are almost pre-requisites for the development of an effective  bilingual programme.  They are not essential to begin the programme but without them the programme will be subject to many problems and it will not function at its most useful level.
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