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When a child is born into a family that communicates linguistically in a way that the child cannot spontaneously acquire, what will become the child's own language? All hearing parents with a deaf or hearing-impaired child have to ask themselves this question. 

For children with normal hearing, bilingualism can develop for a variety of reasons. One may be different languages in the home; another may be different languages inside and outside the home. What these linguistic situations have in common is that it is normally the decision of the home if - and how - the child is to grow up with one or more languages at its disposition. This is rarely a problem that parents need a specialist to help them solve - and, in the first instance, it is at any rate not the child that determines what happens. 

Hearing parents with a deaf or hearing-impaired child have to think about the communicative situation in the home in a completely different way than other parents. What is to be used for communicative purposes? Is it the parents' language (i.e. a spoken language) or sign language - or both the parents' language and sign language? 

Hearing parents are offered counselling on the importance of language for the child's personal development as soon as the child's hearing impairment has been confirmed. So, in the first instance, it is very much the young children's counselling service that exerts an influence on the attitude of the parents regarding how the deaf or hearing-impaired child's linguistic ability is to be stimulated - and what the child's own language is. 

On the face of it, it might seem as if hearing parents are faced with a choice. The parents have family and friends, there are other children in the vicinity, and all of them are to be part in the child's world - some who the child can communicate with freely and effortlessly about everything that developing children try to communicate. And since everyone in the child's immediate vicinity can normally hear and speak, the parents have the perfectly natural wish that the deaf or hearing-impaired child should be offered corresponding opportunities for communication. Without normal hearing, a child does not seem to enjoy spontaneous linguistic development, so the child's hearing handicap has, so to speak, decided the matter in advance. Today, most parents also choose to learn sign language for the sake of the child, thereby contributing to the child enjoying linguistic development that is based on its innate senses. It gradually acquires as much of the parents' language as possible. On the basis of this, it perhaps gets the chance of deciding which of its languages it will later use in various situations, i.e. sign language or Danish with supporting signs, depending on the other person in the conversation and the subject matter - or perhaps with pen and paper, if communication does not function properly. 

The parents' choice 

Most hearing parents with a deaf or hearing-impaired child make fairly swift contact with other parents in the same situation. Parent associations are very much aware of the fact that it is important to establish contact with new parents. In Denmark, parents associations are more or less in agreement that it is important that deaf and hearing-impaired children are to have the possibility of developing bilingually, i.e. with sign language as the primary means of communication and the language of the parents as the second mother tongue. This means that parents, brothers and sisters, grandparents, other family members and occasionally also close friends and acquaintances go on sign-language courses so that the deaf or hearing-impaired child can have its need of natural communication fulfilled. In some hearing families, contacts are also made with young and adult deaf people who can possibly help develop the child's competence in sign-language. Although the situation can never - or seldom - be spontaneous and natural for the hearing members of the child's associates. They display a truly high conceivable level of understanding for the child's needs, but at the same time they lose something of the spontaneity which is part of the joy of taking an active part in the small child's linguistic development. So that child has, so to speak, no real choices - the surroundings determine in what way they will be at the disposal of the child and its development. This might sound harsh, but that is actually the real situation for deaf and hearing-impaired children, their hearing families and their friends. The child's bilingualism is a potential choice that the child has no influence on until late in life. And is the family and friends make the decision that the child's first language is to be sign-language, it will be a decision that contains considerable personal challenges. For what the child's hearing family and friends have to learn is a completely different language. And they must really get a move on if they are to learn it sufficiently well to be able to use it proficiently and spontaneously in - at least - everyday situations. 

Two languages are a resource 

If you take people with normal hearing as a starting point, most people would probably feel that it would benefit society for the maximum number of its citizens to be able to use more than one language. This is clearly seen in the teaching on offer at Folkeskole level. As early as Class 4, hearing pupils learn English as their first foreign language - and it could well be that English will gradually become a second language for hearing young people and adults in Denmark. So, many hearing people will become virtually bilingual - no matter what language is spoken in the home - by virtue, among other things, of the societal upgrading of language teaching. 

Is bilingualism also a resource for deaf and hearing-impaired children and young people? In Denmark, sign-language was officially recognised as a means of communication and as a subject for deaf and hearing-impaired pupils in 1991. Today, all deaf schools have bilingualism among their pupils as a goal, with a clear tendency for deaf and hearing-impaired children and young people mainly being taught at special schools and centre schools. This means that many hearing parents make the decision for the children tohave a bilingual education, with sign-language as the first language and the language of their parents as the second mother tongue. 

For hearing pupils of immigrant parents, various educational projects have shown that when the pupils have an efficient first language, their acquisition of the next language is facilitated. It would seem, as far as deaf and hearing-impaired pupils are concerned, that something similar occurs, since when pupils communicate successfully in sign language, there is every possibility that the pupils are well able to read, write and possibly speak the national language -or that of their parents. This is not some wild conjecture. The need of sign-language interpreters increases at the same rate as the courses offered to deaf and hearing-impaired pupils at post-compulsory school age, since an ever-increasing number are able to make use of a sign-language interpreter. The tendency, apparently, is for young deaf people and hearing-impaired people to have a sufficient personal surplus and relevant professional qualifications to equip themselves within all the types of education and training that society offers - and this is a direct result of a childhood and Folkeskole education that has provided the child with a linguistic and emotional basis to develop with the aid of - and with - bilingualism. 

It is important to point out at this juncture that deaf and hearing-impaired people are only able to qualify educationally within the same time-frame if they are able to make use of a sign-language interpreter. No type of education in Denmark is at present designed in a linguistic form that makes it immediately accessible to non-hearing pupils, Apart from the need for sign-language interpreters, hearing-impairment is, of itself, no hindrance for deaf and hearing-impaired young people being able to follow an academic or practically oriented course of education. This is a direct consequence of the choice parents made when their child was small. 

It is apparently a distinct advantage for the child - both emotionally and conceptually - when parents decide that their deaf or hearing-impaired child is best served by having the chance of developing two languages as its own language. 
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