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Introduction 

A large majority of the Deaf community's first language in the UK is British Sign Language (BSL) because it is a visual language that does not depend on sound. It is a structured language consisting of at least 6000 different signs embracing hand shapes, facial expressions, body movements and finger spelling. The language is acquired through deaf families or through deaf schools where deaf children of hearing parents meet deaf children of deaf parents, particularly at break times. 

Consequently, this may have an impact on learning English at special schools (Deaf schools) and mainstream schools. The English teachers there have invariably been hearing themselves and deliver the English Language course in English not in BSL. They seem to assume, perhaps without realising this, that their teaching methods will help improve the deaf pupils’ English just like their hearing counterparts. This is a fallacy because hearing children will always have a head start with their full hearing faculties, enabling them to pick up various sounds that make up the language and listen to people talking or to the different kinds of "talking media." Their English improves subconsciously, giving them the power later to express themselves eloquently and fluently. This has never been the case with Deaf children who grow up and continue to struggle with the intricacies of English. 

A very few Deaf children manage to improve their command of English through many factors which can be full support from their hearing parents, perhaps through playing board games involving English such as Scrabble or being actively encouraged to read "good" books such as those written by Charles Dickens, Robert Louis Stevenson, Rudyard Kipling, etc. Deaf parents give full support to their deaf children but if these children are to be bilingual, it will help a great deal if their deaf parents are fully bilingual.

Being profoundly deaf at birth and the only deaf member of my family and relatives, I was fortunate enough to play Scrabble at the age of 5 - this has helped me enlarge my vocabulary. In turn, I developed an enjoyment in finding out meanings of new words. One thing led to another and I became an avid book lover. I noticed many peculiarities, which often broke the normal rules of the English grammar. I grew to understand the way English could be read and written. This was only through constant reading, as communication with hearing people was very minimal. This kind of background has helped me master English and in turn I use my knowledge to impart to Deaf Adults, filling in the gaps that they did not learn adequately during schooldays.
To put this into a nutshell, Deaf children should be taught English which is delivered in BSL and to concentrate on just two areas - reading and writing skills. Communications skills should be avoided, which forms the third part of the normal English curriculum.  Most, if not all, Deaf children are forced to participate in speech-reading tasks as part of English learning. This has made an impact on their reading and writing skills with the speech-reading taking up a lot of their time and taking away valuable time that would have be done on more reading and writing exercises. 

Incidentally, the BSA (Basic Skills Agency) has developed ESOL courses and in order to gain qualifications, one has to do well in the three areas – one could say this is discrimination, but the real problem is the lack of awareness on how Deaf children and adults learn. Incidentally, every effort has been made to ensure Deaf adults will gain certificates without having to do this third part.  
Ideally, the best teachers to deliver English courses to Deaf chi1dren shou1d be deaf themse1ves. The children will look up to these deaf teachers as role models, knowing that, if they have good English, then the children know they have the chance of achieving good Eng1ish. They can ask for clarification without this subconscious fear whenever they ask hearing teachers or without certainty in understanding the answers via BSL interpreters. The clarification they receive from Deaf teachers is direct and precise and is delivered in BSL. This can help improve their English skills more efficiently. 

The Literacy course 

This brings us to now - when I was asked to develop a Literacy course for Deaf Adults to be run over one weekend, this presented me with an interesting challenge. I had to consider many questions. How would I plan a curriculum that would help the Deaf learners improve their English when their learning powers as adults are diminishing as time goes by? And where would I start and end, bearing in mind the limited number of hours that can be possible in one weekend without taxing the Deaf mind too much? These were two of the many questions that needed to be tackled. 

With thanks to two years of study at the University of Wales College, Newport (UWCN), I managed to acquire knowledge in planning a curriculum leading to a scheme of work consisting of lesson plans followed by assignments and evaluations. I wanted the course to be as attractive as possible and make it more of an enjoyment and not make it drudgery. 

The course consists of four sessions, each three hours long. The first two sessions are delivered on the Saturday and the next two sessions on the following Sunday. Each session is delivered fully in BSL. Each session involves several handouts, to ensure the learners have something to remind them of their learning when they return home. These handouts are as brief as possible - just highlighting the points that they need to be aware of. 

At the end of each session, the class including myself would play a game, which would reinforce what is being delivered to them (see second part of Appendix 1). After each game is completed, the class would need to complete an exercise individually. There are ten exercises to cover the whole course. 

Many Deaf people find captions appear and disappear too quickly because they are used to reading word by word. In this course there are four reading skills exercises using PowerPoint - these are to encourage the learners to read in blocks of words rather than one or two words at a time, thus enabling them to read the whole captions, with better confidence. 

At the end of the course, the learners are asked to write short essays - this would show if they benefit from taking part in the course. Tutorials on a one-to-one basis follow on completion of these assignments. 

Interesting pointers arising from the first weekend course

Since my course started, I have already taught 59 Deaf Adults in nine months. 75% of them learner did not know that some nouns cannot be countable (i.e. information, equipment, etc.). This piece of information came from one part of the first session which is devoted to different types of nouns (common - countable and uncountable~ proper and pronoun). The first part of Appendix 1 is a handout on Nouns which shows these types of nouns and how these are delivered to the class.  This handout is typical of all handouts covering all that is taught to the class. Another interesting part is the use of indefinite articles – a very large percentage of the learners did not know the exact rules of when to use "a" or "an" - one of the handouts includes a comprehensive list of all words beginning with vowels that require "a" rather than "an" (i.e. European~ unit~ university~ unicorn, etc.) as well as a list of all "h" words that require "an" (i.e. heir~ hour~ honour~ etc.). It is not surprising that this part is new to them. 

Another interesting aspect is the use of irregular verbs ands to a lesser extent, regular verbs. Whilst several of the Deaf Adults understood how to use the present simple and future simple tenses, they were at a loss with past tenses. This is attributed to the fact that the past tenses of most verbs have different spellings to the infinitive verbs' (i.e. to do - we do, we will do, we did; to speak - we speak, we will speak, we spoke;  to have - we have, we will have, we had; etc.).  Another part of the course is understanding the use of adverbs.  A high number of learners had problems in choosing the most appropriate adverbs to complete a sentence as part of their exercise on this particular part of speech.
The following table shows the figures of Deaf learners not having prior knowledge of parts of speech taught during the weekend courses.  These figures were arrived at from assessment exercises carried out –
	Parts of Speech
	Nos. of deaf learners with little or no knowledge
	In percentage (100% = 59 learners)

	Uncountable nouns
	44
	75%

	Plurals
	41
	69.5%

	Indefinite articles
	48
	81%

	Adjectives (comparatives/superlatives; adjectival order)
	43
	73%

	Verbs (past tenses; active and passive verbs)
	55
	93%

	Adverbs
	51
	86%

	Prepositions
	45
	76%


Because of the high figures above, this had an impact on the way the learners composed their essays.  Several of them wrote essays thinking in BSL.  They needed to think in English if they are to make their essays more intelligible.  This was always made clear at the start of the weekend course comparing the word order of English (S-V-O) with the sign order of BSL (O-S-V).  An example of how this word order compares with the sign order is shown in Appendix 2 (Session1).
The most interesting sentence is "I am interested in applying for this job" - most of these learners tend to write this down as "I am interesting apply for job." At the end of my course, they are "guaranteed" to write this example correctly.  
In my course, I made full use of PowerPoint to highlight how the word order should be fol1owed and this has considerably helped the Deaf Learners. This presentation shows the build up of a sentence from its rudimentary start to the finished article containing articles, adjectives, adverbs, prepositions, etc.  In addition to the handouts, supplementary notes are provided for extra reinforcement and one of these notes show the build up of a sentence with colour coding referring to different parts of speech. 

The table above reinforces my point that the hearing teachers at school assume that the deaf children would learn how to enhance what they have learnt in the classroom by "listening" to people speaking outside school hours.  Many of the problems in English are related to sounds – we do know that a spoken language is sound-based and so communication plays a big part towards a full comprehension of English.  This is supported by the fact that the English level of many Deaf adults over 30 years old is equivalent to that of a 9 years old hearing child (The Deaf School Child, Language and Cognitive Function, Conrad R - 1979.).  Sad to say, this low literacy level remains to this day – Dr Abram Stern confirms this in his article Deafness and Reading in the June 2001 issue of Literacy Today (issue no. 27).  The move from special schools to mainstream schools has not yet addressed this literacy problem.
It is worth mentioning here about two Deaf learners from one of my weekend courses which highlighted the importance of such a course.
Learner A is suspected of having Dysgraphia in that he places words in the wrong order almost every time during the reading skills tests (three and four words). Consequently, his wife (Learner B) is looking at her husband sympathetically and seems to be embarrassed for nagging at him for his "poor" English for years without realising this medical problem. So the course could be seen in one way as mending strained relationships! 

Learner C remarked a week after the course that his son, living abroad, was surprised to see his English much improved. They had been writing to each other for some years. 

Summary 

This course is the first of its kind - that is to say the course is being delivered in BSL by a Deaf teacher and that it is run over one weekend totalling twelve hours of instructions unlike normal English courses, which can run over one year or more. However it is impossible to expect the Deaf learners to suddenly jump from their reading and writing ability of a 9 year old to what they should expect at their current ages. Ideally, the course should be run over a much longer period to ensure plenty of reinforcement and better understanding. In addition there should be more opportunities for the learners to do several written assignments so as to raise their understanding to that of a good letter writer thus increasing, for instance, their chances for employment. 

Like all innovative and new ideas, there will always be room for improvement. 

Appendix 1

SESSION 2

Nouns

The most common group of English words are nouns.  This is a large noun group – consisting of two sub-groups – named and unnamed nouns.  

Nouns describe concrete things that you can see or touch – i.e. a friend, a house, a cinema.  Nouns also describe abstract things that you cannot see or touch – i.e. happiness, love, time, feeling, information.

The named nouns have two classes – proper and common nouns of which the latter is divided into two parts – countable and uncountable common nouns.

Examples of these varying types of nouns are:-

a) Named nouns

1. Proper nouns i.e. Harry, Sheffield, Jamaican, etc.

- always start with a capital (upper case) letter

2. Common nouns i.e. ball, dog, house, etc.

Some named nouns are countable and some others are uncountable.  They can start with either a lower or upper case letter.

Examples of countable nouns are –

train; woman; nail; tent; animal; idea; accident

Examples of uncountable nouns are –

water; music; air; earth; macaroni; money; tennis 

It is important and helpful to understand the difference between countable and uncountable nouns.  This will enable you to know when to use a or an before a noun or not have one at all.  Also you will have a better understanding on using plurals (see Session 3 handout ).  

Game No. 1
NOUNS

This game involves everyone in the class.  

1. We look at objects and things around the room and say whether it is common or proper.

2. We then determine whether the noun is countable or uncountable.  

3. This goes round twice and the lecturer will explain anything if there is a need for clarification.

We will use the flipchart pad to show three columns with examples below –

	NOUN
	TYPE
	CLASS



	ball


	common


	countable



	Mr Smith


	proper
	N/A (not applicable)


Appendix 2
SESSION 1

BSL and English – their language structures

BSL has a different language structure from English.  Many people think there is a full description of sign order.  There is not one but BSL does have its set of rules which are completely different from those for English. It is not easy to do signing and speaking at the same time unless one does SSE, which is not pure BSL.

English has five word orders, the main one being –

SUBJECT – VERB – OBJECT
i.e. The chairman of the CDA was born in a palace.
where the blue words represent the subject

and the red words represent the verb

and the green words represent the object

There are four other word orders –

a.
SUBJECT – VERB - OBJECT (TIME/PLACE)
i.e. 
“The class attended the CDA today”


“She visited Buckingham Palace in London”

b. SUBJECT – (ADVERB) VERB – OBJECT (TIME/PLACE)


                         |

                               |


[ALWAYS/SOMETIMES/NEVER]

i.e. “You always smile at everyone”

You will notice “in” and “at” in the above two examples – these are prepositions.  A preposition is a word that comes before a noun and gives a clearer understanding of the sentence.  Other prepositions are – 



ABOUT/ABOVE/BELOW/OVER/UNDER etc.

c.
SUBJECT – (ADVERB) VERB (ADVERB) – (PREPOSITION) OBJECT

                             |                     |

  |

                             |

   |                AT/IN

                      ALWAYS/OFTEN/NEVER

i.e. 
“You are never at the college”



“The soldiers will always hide in the trench”  



“You often swim in the Great Barrier Reef”



“You often swim gracefully in the Great Barrier Reef”

Other similar adverbs that come before or after verbs are 

ALL/ALREADY/ALSO/BOTH/EVER/JUST/RARELY/SELDOM/SOMETIMES/STILL/USUALLY

Rather than go into great detail on comparing the sign and word orders, we will compare actual examples –

EXAMPLE 1

BSL order – OBJECT – SUBJECT – VERB (ADVERB)
“BRIDGE – CAR – (GO) UNDER”

English order – SUBJECT – VERB - OBJECT
“The car goes under the bridge”

EXAMPLE 2

BSL order –

“CAKE  - YESTERDAY – GIRL – EAT ”

English order –

“The girl ate the cake yesterday”

Bad BSL order –

“GIRL – EAT – CAKE – YESTERDAY”

Other examples –

“KEYS – WHERE” ……”Where are the keys?”

“DIANA – WHO” ……..”Who is Diana?”

“B-A-B-O-O-N – WHAT” – “What is a baboon?”

“TICKETS – HOW – MANY” …..”How many tickets?”

“TRAIN – LEAVE – WHAT – TIME” ….”What time does the 










train leaves?”

“GIRL index RICH index” …. ”The girl is rich”

“Index DEAF index” ….. “I am deaf”
