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Preface

Deaf and one hearing, working with a 
Latino Queer Deaf man, we have collab-
orated to give you a perspective of how 
complex the Deaf experience is and how 
it is transitioning from the framework of 
a purely white straight Deaf experience 
to one that reflects the reality of diversity 
with the multiple communities within 
the greater Deaf community, including 
DeafDisabled individuals. Following, we 
describe our backgrounds.

Irene W. Leigh’s parents, stateless 
refugees who ended up in Great Britain 
during World War II and survived the 
bombing, found out their daughter was 
deaf on her second birthday. Her hear-
ing mother repeatedly told her how she 
responded to the news, grieved, and then 
after one week pulled herself together and 
started to get information on how to give 
her daughter access to language. After 
the family emigrated from Great Britain 
to the United States, they were detained at 
Ellis Island for questioning because it was 
thought Irene as a 4-year-old deaf person 
would be a burden to the government of 
the United States. Her parents were able 
to demonstrate her mastery of language, 
which exceeded that of the immigra-
tion officer’s 4-year-old grandson. Upon 
release, they moved to Chicago, Illinois, 
where she eventually attended the Bell 
School, a Chicago public school that had 
a day school for the deaf as part of an ele-
mentary school with hearing pupils. She 
was able to play with and learn with both 
Deaf and hearing peers. Nonetheless, she 
was consistently aware of her immigrant 
status and her subtle sense of difference 
compared to her American peers. She 
witnessed firsthand how Deaf students 

Deaf culture has been around for centu-
ries, definitely since the 1700s and perhaps 
even earlier. Deaf people have always 
been on this earth. When schools for the 
deaf were started, deaf people began 
coming together. The ways they commu-
nicated and interacted with each other 
planted the seeds of Deaf culture that 
have grown to what it is today: a vibrant 
culture with a diverse membership.

Many books have been written about 
Deaf culture. Our book takes a different 
approach. Yes, we explain what Deaf cul-
ture is all about. We describe the Deaf 
community, its history and contempo-
rary perspectives, and what Deaf culture 
has to offer. Looking at the Table of Con-
tents, you may wonder: What are some of 
those chapters doing in a book on Deaf 
culture? Auditory Innovations? Deaf 
Education? How Deaf Children Think, 
Learn, and Read? Technology and Acces-
sibility? Careers? As you continue to read 
this Preface, you will see why we address 
these issues.

These chapters are a testimony to 
how Deaf culture has been influenced 
by experiences related to each area and 
how culturally Deaf individuals have 
influenced new approaches in each area 
that have taken Deaf people’s perspec-
tives into account. We four authors, three 
Deaf and one hearing, teamed up to work 
on revisions for this second edition and 
agreed that we needed to present the Deaf 
experience in areas that have profoundly 
influenced the lives of Deaf people. We 
have had close connections with each of 
these areas and want to share what we 
have learned with you, the reader. As 
three white cisgender, abled women, two 
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struggled to master the educational cur-
riculum without teachers who could use 
American Sign Language (ASL) and with-
out ASL interpreters in the classroom. She 
herself had to prove to educators in high 
school and college and supervisors at 
work that as a Deaf person, she was able 
to keep up with hearing peers and surpass 
them or perform jobs at work as well as 
hearing peers. She saw Deaf people going 
to Deaf friends’ houses, hoping they were 
at home because there was no way they 
could have phoned ahead of time. From 
talking to parents and from her own 
parents’ experiences, she understood 
what hearing parents go through with 
their Deaf children. She herself has gone 
through the parenting experience, having 
raised two children, one hearing and one 
Deaf, possibly due to a recessive gene. 
She saw Deaf people explaining how they 
became deaf. She saw how difficult it was 
for Deaf people with mental health issues 
to get help from signing mental health 
clinicians who could provide culturally 
affirmative services. These formative 
experiences led her to become a teacher 
of the deaf and a counselor before enter-
ing the clinical psychology doctoral pro-
gram at New York University to become 
a psychologist. Again and again, both 
socially and at work, she encountered 
Deaf people who told of how they had to 
work extra hard to overcome the disbelief 
of well-intentioned, unenlightened hear-
ing people that they could be competent 
workers. And she saw how Deaf people 
went about solving life problems and liv-
ing productive and happy lives. All of 
these experiences reinforced her desire to 
explain to you, the reader, Deaf lives and 
how Deaf people navigate the early years, 
the educational system, and the world of 
home and work. At Gallaudet University, 
the world’s only liberal arts university for 

Deaf and hard-of-hearing people, she has 
trained or supervised numerous doctoral-
level psychologists to work with Deaf peo-
ple in culturally affirmative ways. She has 
also written extensively on the subject of 
Deaf people, with particular focus on deaf 
identities and multiculturalism, and has 
produced research in the areas of depres-
sion, attachment, mental health, cochlear 
implants, and deaf identities. She has 
also presented at numerous national and 
international conferences on these topics. 
She sees herself as a bicultural individual, 
comfortable in the Deaf community and 
comfortable with hearing individuals, 
thanks to the positive upbringing she 
received from her hearing parents who 
supported her as a Deaf person.

Jean F. Andrews is a hearing educa-
tor who early on immersed herself in the 
Deaf community as a young adult. During 
her graduate studies, she learned about 
Deaf culture and ASL by socializing with 
Deaf classmates and working on class 
projects with Deaf/hearing collaborative 
teams. She continued her learning of ASL 
with Deaf faculty at the Maryland School 
for the Deaf in the teachers’ workroom 
and during after school social activities. 
While in the classroom, she explored 
the best ways to teach her Deaf students 
English reading skills by observing how 
they used ASL and English to understand 
print. Throughout her professional life, 
she continually connected with the Deaf 
community. She has spent extensive time 
in more than 20 Deaf schools and main-
streamed schools, researching how to best 
teach Deaf children using ASL/English 
bilingual methodology and developing 
alternative frameworks to teach reading 
using ASL English, and fingerspelling. 
Throughout her 45-year career, she has 
prepared teachers, administrators, and 
doctoral-level educators to understand 
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Deaf culture; welcomed Deaf teachers, 
administrators, and graduate students; 
and worked to give Deaf students the 
best academic experience possible in cul-
turally Deaf ways. Along the way, she 
attended educational conferences and 
saw how hearing researchers dominated 
the podium, lecturing about how they 
think Deaf people should be taught to 
read, write, and be educated. She often 
wondered why more culturally Deaf pro-
fessionals, with their culturally affirming 
insights, were not invited to participate in 
federally funded research teams on lan-
guage, literacy, and educationally related 
issues. She also has experienced firsthand 
many Deaf people who have had signifi-
cant difficulty learning in school due to 
language deprivation, but they somehow 
made it through graduate school and got 
into professions when accommodations 
were provided. But she has also seen many 
other Deaf adults at the lower end of the 
achievement spectrum who have ended 
up in jails and prisons without being able 
to communicate with their attorneys or 
signing interpreters. Her philosophy has 
been to make sure that the education and 
forensic fields are culturally affirmative 
for Deaf people. On the international 
front, she has collaborated on teaching 
classes in the Gaza Strip, Jordan, Mexico, 
Brazil, Morocco, and Taiwan. With inter-
national colleagues, she has published 
research to develop language and read-
ing strategies for Deaf children learning 
alphabetic and nonalphabetic scripts.

Raychelle Harris grew up with Deaf 
parents and one Deaf and one hearing 
sister. Her parents, her mother’s parents 
and aunt, and some relatives are Deaf, 
making her third-generation Deaf. The 
sisters learned ASL as their first language 
from their Deaf father, who graduated 
from the Florida School for the Deaf and 

Blind (FSDB), and their Deaf mother, who 
graduated from North Carolina School 
for the Deaf (NCSD). They met at Gallau-
det College (before Gallaudet became a 
university in 1986) and married in 1972. 
Her Deaf sister met her Deaf husband at 
a Deaf Awareness Day event at Six Flags 
in New Jersey. Her husband comes from 
a Deaf Lithuanian family that immigrated 
to the United States in adulthood, and all 
of them learned ASL and English as their 
third and fourth languages in addition to 
Lithuanian Sign Language and both writ-
ten and spoken Lithuanian. All of them 
are connexin 26 recipients (see Chapter 2) 
and/or carriers. A geneticist at Gallaudet 
informed her sister and her husband, both 
carriers of the connexin 26 mutation, that 
all of the children they have would be 
Deaf. They now have two beautiful Deaf 
children, who are fourth-generation Deaf. 
Raychelle’s hearing sister, an OHCODA 
(only-hearing Child of Deaf Adults), flu-
ent in ASL, married a hearing man who 
learned to sign. They have a beautiful 
hearing and signing daughter.

Growing up, Raychelle never had an 
opportunity to study her language or cul-
ture until a historic Deaf Studies course 
was offered at her Deaf high school, 
taught by two Deaf teachers in 1989. The 
experience was mind-blowing for Ray-
chelle. When she enrolled at Gallaudet 
University, she met many Deaf people 
who did not think ASL was a language. 
They did not think there was a Deaf cul-
ture either. This bothered Raychelle. Her 
mother was the principal of a Deaf school 
that was the first public Deaf school to 
adopt the bilingual-bicultural philosophy, 
teaching using ASL and written English 
from kindergarten through high school. 
This inspired Raychelle to establish the 
first bilingual-bicultural week with all 
Deaf presenters explaining about ASL and 
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Deaf culture at Gallaudet in 1992, which 
then led to the establishment of a Student 
Body Government position focused on 
ASL and Deaf culture.

For a long time, Raychelle has been 
passionately involved in teaching ASL as 
well as Deaf culture to her students both 
at the precollege and college levels. She 
has researched how ASL is used in the 
classroom in different school settings. 
She has worked to include ASL and Deaf 
Studies in school systems. Her research 
found that kindergarteners who arrive 
at school already fluent in ASL are better 
able to participate in academic discus-
sions. She has found that teachers can pro-
mote higher-order thinking skills to very 
young preschool children through the use 
of complex Academic ASL techniques and 
principles. Her research provides innova-
tive approaches for ASL/English bilin-
gual preschools and kindergartens to lay 
the foundation for lifelong literacy in ASL 
and English.

In 2011, Raychelle established the 
Masters in Sign Language Education 
(MASLED) program for teachers of signed 
languages and cultures. Notable alumni 
include numerous graduates who teach 
their own native sign languages such as 
Saudi Sign Language (SSL), Hong Kong 
Sign Language (HKSL), and Lengua de 
Señas Mexicana (LSM). Over hundreds 
of alumni are now teaching at the Univer-
sity of California, Los Angeles; Harvard 
University; Gallaudet University; Cornell 
University; Boston University; Austin 
Community College; Georgia State Uni-
versity, and many more, transforming 
their students’ perceptions of Deaf people, 
Deaf cultures and Deaf communities, and 
hopefully yours, as you read this book.

Topher González Ávila was born 
in Mexico City, Mexico, to Patty Avila, a 
Deaf Latina woman. Patty and her eight 

siblings grew up in poverty in Mexico. 
Patty’s dad worked as a taxi driver. Pat-
ty’s mom stayed at home and took care 
of everyone. Patty wasn’t able to attend 
what is the equivalent of high school in the 
United States because at the time, schools 
in Mexico were not required to provide 
access to communication. This means 
schools in Mexico were not obligated to 
provide interpreters and accommodations 
for Deaf and Disabled students to have 
equal access as other students. Instead, 
Patty went to trade school and completed 
a certification program in sewing.

Patty experienced language depriva-
tion and severe economic hardships as 
a Deaf Latina woman and did not want 
the same for Topher, so Patty and some of 
her siblings moved to the United States. 
Most moved to Texas, California, New 
York, and even Canada. Patty stayed in 
Dallas, Texas, and had two more children, 
who both are Deaf. Patty learned two lan-
guages: American Sign Language (ASL) 
and English while navigating through a 
new country. Thanks to her dedication 
to her children, Topher and his siblings 
all were able to have education. They all 
graduated from high school and went to 
college. Thanks to Patty, Topher became 
the first one in his family to get a bach-
elor’s degree as well as a master’s degree.

Topher grew up in public schools in 
Dallas while his siblings attended Texas 
School for the Deaf (TSD). They all had 
choices when it came to the school they 
attended. Topher was new to the United 
States and stayed with his mom. Topher 
graduated and went to the University of 
North Texas (UNT). He completed his 
dual degrees in Radio, Television, and 
Film (RTVF) and Criminal Justice in 2015. 
Following graduation, Topher joined 
Deaf Action Center (DAC), a local Deaf-
run nonprofit with services and programs 



Preface xv

available to support the Deaf communi-
ties in Dallas–Fort Worth (DFW).

DAC has been instrumental in Patty 
and her family’s transition to the United 
States, and this was Topher’s way of giv-
ing back to the Deaf communities. For 
2 years, Topher worked in the interpreting 
department as their Scheduling Coordina-
tor Assistant and then as their Training & 
Outreach Liaison. Topher became famil-
iar with the interpreting field. He took 
the BEI exams and became one of the first 
known Latinx Deaf interpreters in Texas. 
The more Topher worked for the Deaf 
communities, the more Topher realized 
that it starts with schools. Changes need 
to start in school. So he went to Gallaudet 
University for their Masters in Sign Lan-
guage Education (MASLED) program and 
graduated in 2018.

In the program, Topher studied teach-
ing methods and approaches, assessment 
tools and strategies, and curriculum de- 
velopment and implementation. Topher 
completed his MASLED internship with 
Nozomi Tomita, a Japanese Deaf woman 
who taught Japanese Sign Language. 
Through her skills and expertise, Topher 
was able to co-develop and co-teach Gal-
laudet University’s first hybrid Lengua 
de Señas Mexicana (LSM) course with 
Armando Castro-Osnaya. During his 
studies at Gallaudet, he also did two other 
internships.

He did an Accelator internship with 
Mitú in Los Angeles, California. Mitú 
is an online entertainment channel by 
Latinx people and for Latinx people. 
There, he worked with some of the indus-
try’s writers, filmmakers, and editors. 
He completed his internship with a short 
film, Connected Manos (2018), on his mom. 
Lastly but certainly not least, he worked 
with HEARD (Helping Educate to Ad- 
vance the Rights of Deaf Communities), 

an all-volunteer nonprofit organization 
that works for Deaf and Disabled people 
who are impacted by mass incarceration. 
Topher believes that one can never stop 
learning, and he hopes to continue work-
ing with and for our Deaf communities to 
bring long-term positive changes.

For Ayisha Knight-Shaw, being asked 
to create the cover art for this book has 
truly been an honor. The beautiful col-
laboration between Ayisha Knight-Shaw, 
Topher González Ávila, and fellow Deaf 
artist Jessica Arevalo has made this a 
reality. Ayisha is a Deaf California-based 
multimedia artist, poet, educator, and 
Reiki Master Teacher. The daughter of a 
white Jewish mother and Black Cherokee 
father, she was raised by her mother in an 
ethnically diverse community of poets, 
painters, sculptors, photographers, and 
storytellers who taught her that creating 
and sharing art is as much a political act 
as a thing of beauty. These intersectional 
identities have been at the forefront of her 
art since she began exploring photogra-
phy at age 13 and have evolved over the 
years. Her life as a Deaf woman in Cali-
fornia, Washington, DC, and Massachu-
setts, as well as visits to Cuba, Mexico 
City, and Oaxaca have given Ayisha the 
opportunity to create a tapestry of many 
cultures in her work. Her solo and shared 
photo exhibits have been showcased 
at Very Special Arts Boston, the Boston 
Public Library, the Cambridge Center 
for Adult Education, Salem Access TV, 
Espresso Royale Café, Two Dogs Work-
ing, Galant Gallery, North Shore Career 
Center, Deaf Expo, Disability Expo, Maine 
Deaf Expo, and Dorian’s in Provincetown, 
Massachusetts.

As a poet, Ayisha has been seen at 
the Lincoln Center for the Performing 
Arts, Teatro Pregones, La Mama theater 
in New York City, Rhode Island School 
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of Design, Amherst 20th Anniversary of 
the ADA, Northampton Pride, and Wake 
Up The Earth. Television and other video 
appearances include HBO Def Poetry Jam 
Season 4 as the first Deaf poet, Basic Black, 
and Urban Update, The Museum of Fine 
Arts Boston, Gore House Museum, and 
Culture Coach International. Her 2004 
show at Wheelock Family Theater, “Hey 
Sistah, Welcome Home,” led to a grant by 
the Cambridge Arts Council. She holds a 
BA degree in Theater Arts from UC Santa 
Cruz, and a master’s degree in Sign Lan-
guage Education from Gallaudet Univer-
sity. Over the years, her passion for art, 
storytelling, theater, Reiki, and education 
has been forming a tapestry that contin-
ues today. If you would like to see more 
of her work, you can visit her website 
(http://www.deafayisha.com).

While we focus strongly on Deaf 
culture in this book, we also write about 
persons who do not identify with Deaf 
culture. Why do we write about these 
individuals? We contrast their experiences 
with the experiences of people who grow 
up either exposed to Deaf culture or who 
become part of the culturally Deaf com-
munity after their school years. We feel 
this will help you understand more fully 
how persons who are deaf experience 
their lives, whether culturally Deaf or not.

Exactly what have we done for this 
second edition? Each chapter has been 
significantly updated. In Part I, “Deaf 
Culture: Yesterday and Today,” we have 
two chapters. Chapter 1 covers the past 
and present of the Deaf community. It 
consists of an introduction that reports 
on the Deaf community, who its members 
are, how large the community is, its his-
tory, and the different ways to explain the 
Deaf experience.

What is a chapter on “Causes of Being 
Deaf and the Auditory Field” doing in  

Part I? Deaf people themselves are inter-
ested in genetics. And, contrary to popu-
lar belief, many do not necessarily want 
to become hearing. They are proud of 
themselves as Deaf people. But they are 
interested in how genes that cause dif-
ferences in hearing are transmitted from 
generation to generation. We assume you 
readers will be interested, too. Deaf peo-
ple also talk about how they became deaf 
from nongenetic causes such as diseases, 
and we explain this. Everyone with hear-
ing differences has been through hearing 
testing and different ways to get access to 
hearing through auditory aids. They all 
have experiences with audiologists. Cul-
turally Deaf people, including those who 
want to use hearing aids and cochlear 
implants (devices to help people hear), 
have their own perspective on experi-
ences in hearing and speech centers. It 
is part of their lives, and they have been 
working to make such experiences more 
culturally sensitive.

Moving on to Part II, we learn about 
“Signed Languages and Learning.” This 
gets to the heart of Deaf culture. In this 
section, we include information that 
shows how signed languages and learning 
continue to evolve. In Chapter 3, “Ameri-
can Sign Language,” you will learn that 
despite centuries of linguistic imperial-
ism oppression, ASL and other signed 
languages remain a vibrant marker of 
Deaf communities worldwide who cher-
ish and celebrate its use. Here we explore 
the following: What is a signed language? 
How do culturally Deaf people, for whom 
ASL is their unique language and bond, 
use ASL to communicate? What is the dif-
ference between sign language and sign 
communication? Yes, there is a difference! 
Do Deaf people all over the world use the 
same sign language? Read this chapter to 
find out.
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In Chapter 4, “How Deaf Children 
Think, Learn, and Read,” we explore how 
Deaf and DeafDisabled students develop 
their cognitive abilities, world knowl-
edge, and literacy through their different 
life experiences at home and school with 
the resources of a sign language, Deaf cul-
ture, multiculturalism, and auditory, tac-
tile, and visual technologies.

And in Chapter 5, “Deaf Education, 
Deaf Culture, and Multiculturalism,” we 
learn how Deaf, DeafBlind, and Deaf-
Disabled people from different cultural 
backgrounds have been educated and 
what they have learned. There are laws 
about educating children with disabilities, 
including deaf children. Do you know 
how much input culturally Deaf people 
had into their own education? What was 
the education system like for them? We 
also examine learner factors in Deaf edu-
cation related to Deaf culture and multi-
culturalism and note disruptive dynam-
ics such as institutional and individual 
racism, linguicism, and audism. What do 
we know from research about what works 
and does not work? Get the answers in 
this chapter!

Moving on to Part III, “Deaf Lives, 
Technology, Arts, and Career Opportuni-
ties,” we get more into how Deaf people 
live their lives. Chapter 6, “Deaf Identi-
ties,” covers different theories and ways 
that identity develops in Deaf people and 
how culturally Deaf people may see them-
selves. When scholars began to explore 
Deaf culture, they based their conclusions 
on white Deaf people. What about Deaf 
people of color? What about Lesbians, 
Gays, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer 
culturally Deaf people? What about Deaf-
Disabled people? The field of intersection-
ality, or how different identities interact 
with each other and how these interac-
tions are compounded by oppression, is 

growing fast. Scholars are finally paying 
attention to these different Deaf groups 
and how their identities intersect. In this 
edition, we pay more attention to issues of 
intersectionality.

The Deaf community is not just one 
big white Deaf community, just as hearing 
society is not one huge hearing commu-
nity. Both consist of multiple communi-
ties. In Chapter 7, written for this edition, 
we take an in-depth look at exactly what 
these communities are as represented by 
various Deaf individuals and what they 
have done in view of their unique identi-
ties. We also present how the disenfran-
chised communities experience discrimi-
nation and oppression.

What life issues do culturally Deaf 
people confront? How do they deal with 
these life issues? Do they feel equal to 
hearing people? When they face dis-
crimination by hearing people, whether 
in school, on the playground, at work, or 
in the community, how do they stand up 
for themselves? That is the focus of Chap-
ter 8, “Navigating Lives .” Many Deaf 
people do just fine. But others struggle 
in the world of work. They may also face 
health and mental health issues and can 
get caught in the criminal justice system. 
When they search for help, are the avail-
able services Deaf culturally affirmative?

Deaf people have made their mark 
in technology and access. In Chapter 9, 
“Technology and Accessibility,” we pro-
vide a historical background to explain 
the access issues Deaf people had to strug-
gle with. When technology finally caught 
up enough to enable Deaf people to have 
functional equivalence (this means they 
can access technical devices just like hear-
ing people can), their lives were trans-
formed in positive ways. In this chapter, 
new information has been added so that 
you can learn how Deaf people currently 
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use and benefit from captions, telephones, 
alarm systems, and other types of innova-
tive technology. Deaf people have worked 
to invent much of the technology that they 
now benefit from.

Laws, legislation, and Deaf commu-
nities are the focus of Chapter 10, a new 
addition to this edition. You may ask what 
it is about laws and legislation that is so 
important for the Deaf community. This 
chapter explains the significant and pro-
tective impact these laws have had on the 
lives of Deaf people. They have used the 
legal powers of these laws to counteract 
discrimination and achieve functional 
equivalence with their hearing counter-
parts in areas such as education, health 
care, employment, and the criminal jus-
tice system that includes both victims of 
crime and offenders.

Chapter 11, “Arts, Literature, and 
Media,” provides a window to the arts 
and literature that is a vital part of Deaf 
culture. This chapter reflects new work 
that has emerged since the first edition. 
We show you how Deaf culture has con-
tributed to the arts through visual means. 
There are plays, sculptures, paintings, 
and literary renderings, among others, 
that have been produced by culturally 
Deaf people. You will get a taste of sign 
language literature and written litera-
ture that shows how Deaf people express 
themselves. We also provide informa-
tion on how Deaf people have been and 
are being portrayed in the arts, literature, 
and media. There are Deaf people in Hol-
lywood, on Broadway, and in multiple 
television shows, including reality shows.

Chapter 12, “Advocating and Career 
Opportunities,” was written with you, the 
reader, in mind. We present ways in which 

hearing people can work together with 
Deaf people as advocates and allies while 
minimizing potential pitfalls in working 
together. There is new emphasis on the 
importance of mutual respect and aware-
ness of hearing privilege. We also provide 
information on different career opportu-
nities that allow you to be involved with 
Deaf people. Hopefully, it will help you 
decide where you want to go with what 
you have learned from this book. There 
are many other possibilities beyond the 
careers we write about where you can be 
involved in working with and for Deaf 
people, if that interests you.

And finally, in Chapter 13, we pre-
sent “Final Thoughts on Deaf Culture 
and Its Future.” What impact will all the 
technology and genetic advances have 
on Deaf culture and ASL? Does the Deaf 
community have a future? What is the 
legacy of the Deaf community and Deaf 
culture? Has sufficient attention been 
paid to the diversity of the Deaf commu-
nity considering that earlier Deaf culture 
scholarship has been described through a 
white lens? How can hearing parents ben-
efit from knowledge about Deaf culture? 
Having a deaf child does not have to be 
anxiety ridden and problem filled; it can 
be a joyful experience to support a Deaf 
child, understand the world of this child, 
and provide ways to be bicultural as this 
child connects with both hearing and Deaf 
societies.

We hope you, the reader, enjoy the 
book as much as we have enjoyed writing 
it for you. We hope you will get a sense of 
Deaf culture and the different ways Deaf 
people have worked to improve their qual-
ity of life and to show they are an impor-
tant part of the diversity of the human race.
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CHAPTER 1

Deaf Community: 
Past and Present

INTRODUCTION

If you are a hearing person or, in other 
words, a person who is not deaf and who 
just happens to bump into a stranger and 
start talking, how do you react when that 
person says, “I am deaf” and points to his 
or her ears while shaking his or her head? 
Many of you likely will blurt out loud, 
“Oh, I’m so sorry.” This has happened 
time and time again.

What does this mean? Were you 
sorry because you were not aware and 
are apologizing for your mistake? Or 
were you sorry because that person can-
not hear, cannot easily understand spo-
ken language, and has to struggle to 
communicate?

Many people have created a vision of 
“deaf” as meaning limited and unable to 
communicate with hearing people around 
them. They think deaf people are limited 
in what they can learn in school and in 
the kind of jobs they can do. They see deaf 
people as isolated and unable to connect 
with the world. This may be why many 
people look to medicine to “cure” hearing 
loss. They believe that surgery to insert 

a cochlear implant as a means for deaf 
people to gain access to the sensations of 
sound (see Chapter 2 for details), or the 
use of hearing aids to amplify sounds, 
will “help” deaf people “hear” and 
understand people who speak. People in 
general often want deaf people to learn 
how to speak and hear so that they are 
a part of their hearing families and their 
environment.

We’ve also seen people using sign 
language on the street or in a restaurant. 
All over the United States, American Sign 
Language (ASL) courses are very popular. 
On TV and in the movies, there are deaf 
actors and actresses using sign language. 
One example is that of Shoshannah Stern, 
pictured in Figure 1–1, who is well known 
especially for TV roles in programs such 
as Threat Matrix, Providence, ER, and This 
Close. Her colleague, Josh Feldman (Fig-
ure 1–2), who cowrote the script for This 
Close and acted with her in this series, is 
yet another example. Their parents and 
siblings are Deaf. They attended schools 
for the deaf and grew up always con-
nected to culturally Deaf people. Read 
on, and in a few paragraphs, you will see 
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an explanation of the difference between 
deaf and Deaf.

In the music field, we have Sean 
Forbes, a popular deaf rapper who was 
selected as outstanding hip-hop artist 
of the year at the Detroit Music Awards 
(Stone, 2015). And there is Aarron Log-
gins, who signed the National Anthem 
with singer Gladys Knight, while sisters 
Chloe and Halle Bailey signed “America 
the Beautiful” along with her at the LIII 
Super Bowl (Slane, 2019). There are tal-
ented Deaf artists working in every pos-
sible media, as noted in Chapter 11. Every 
now and then, newspapers will include 
information about Gallaudet University, 
the world’s only liberal arts university for 
deaf and hard-of-hearing students. Deaf 
people’s opinions are often included in 
media articles about the cochlear implant. 
Their opinions cover two contrasting 

perspectives. One perspective is that 
cochlear implants support access to the 
hearing world and help with hearing and 
speaking. The other perspective is that 
cochlear implants hurt the Deaf commu-
nity because the focus is on hearing and 
speaking and not on sign language, which 
is visual and accessible. These perspec-
tives are elaborated further in Chapter 2.

You may even have a deaf medical 
doctor or a deaf lawyer! Deaf people have 
made inroads in many careers and organi-
zations. For example, we have Suzy Rosen 
Singleton, pictured in Figure 1–3. She is 
a Deaf lawyer who serves as Chief of the 
Disability Rights Office of the Consumer 
and Governmental Affairs of the Federal 
Communications Commission. Her par-
ents are Deaf, as are her two siblings, one 
of whom is also a lawyer while the other 
is a mechanical engineer. She uses sign 

Figure 1–1. Shoshannah Stern, Deaf 
actress. Photo credit: Tate Tullier. Used with 
permission of Shoshannah Stern.

Figure 1–2. Josh Feldman, Deaf actor. 
Photo credit: Tiffany Saccente. Used with 
permission of Josh Feldman.
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language interpreters during scheduled 
meetings. Among her responsibilities is 
that of helping to implement the Com-
mission’s goal of ensuring accessibility 
of modern communications services and 
technologies for persons with disabilities.

Google “Deaf” and you will find 
hundreds, even thousands, of references. 
Because of this explosion of information, 
many more people than ever before are 
aware of deaf people, deaf communities, 
and Deaf culture. But often the lay pub-
lic is not aware of the many nuances or 
details of this unique population. They 
may not know that being deaf may have 
more meanings than just “cannot hear.” 
They may use different phrases to describe 
deaf people, such as auditory handicap, 
hearing impaired, hearing handicapped, 
deaf mute, prelingually deaf, or deaf  
and dumb.

NEGATIVE LABELS

Auditory Handicap

Hearing Impaired

Hearing Handicapped

Deaf Mute

Prelingually Deaf

Deaf and Dumb

Deaf people will often interpret these 
terms as negative because they focus on 
the disability and what the deaf person 
cannot do. Deaf and hard of hearing tend to 
be the preferred terms, although hearing 
impaired is also frequently used through-
out the United States but not by culturally 
Deaf people themselves (Holcomb, 2013). 
Commonly and culturally, Deaf people 
feel that hearing impaired means that some-
thing is wrong, broken, impaired, or not 
working, and they don’t see themselves as 
wrong, broken, impaired, or not working.

It helps to understand that being deaf 
can reflect a meaningful and productive 
way of life. Deaf people who identify with 
Deaf culture want to be labeled as people 
who are normal in their own way, pri-
marily use vision, sometimes supported 
by audition (through hearing aids or 
cochlear implants), to communicate and 
interact with others. They describe Deaf 
as a positive way of life, not as something 
“impaired.” Interestingly and in con-
trast, the term deaf impaired is sometimes 
used to denote hearing people who do 
not understand Deaf culture or ASL. You 
can decide whether the use of the word 
impaired, whether deaf or hearing, makes 
sense after looking at this list of possible 
types of impairments and considering 
how subjectively negative these are.

Figure 1–3. Suzy Rosen Singleton, Chief, 
Disability Rights Office. Photo credit: Steven 
Balderson. Used with permission of Suzy 
Rosen Singleton.
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Thin impaired

Tall impaired

Hair impaired

So our purpose in this book is to pro-
vide information to help you understand 
deaf people and their vibrant deaf com-
munity. You may have noticed that we 
use the terms deaf and Deaf. What is this 
all about? The term deaf refers to indi-
viduals whose hearing loss makes it very 
hard or impossible to understand spoken 
language through hearing alone, with or 
without the use of auditory devices (hear-
ing aids, cochlear implants, FM systems, 
etc.). Many of those individuals who call 
themselves “deaf” tend to rely on auditory 
assistance devices, prefer to use spoken 
language, and tend to socialize more often 
with hearing people than with deaf people.

“Deaf” represents what we see as the 
culture of Deaf people. These people use 
sign language and share beliefs, values, 
customs, and experiences that create a 
very strong bond and group identity (Hol-
comb, 2013). They often prefer to socialize 
with other culturally Deaf people and do 
not see themselves as tragically isolated 
from society, contrary to what many hear-
ing people think. They see benefits to 
being deaf that many are unaware of.

Here you see the term culture used.

What is your definition of culture?

Culture is a term that has been de- 
bated for a long time and has multiple 
definitions (Eagleton, 2013). One way to 
define culture is that it includes the val-
ues, beliefs, social forms, and traits of a 

group of people. These values represent 
specific meanings, beliefs, and practices 
that guide the group in individual and 
social development. It is common to 
think of culture as representing the many 
observable characteristics of a group that 
can be seen, most obviously their behav-
ior. We need to understand the reality 
that cultural behavior is only an external 
representation of the deeper and broader 
concepts of culture, specifically the com-
plex ideas, attitudes, and values (Lan-
guageandculture.com, 2015). As seen in 
Figure 1–4, the image of a cultural ice-
berg helps us to understand what aspects 
reflect cultures. The observable part of 
the iceberg includes behaviors and prac-
tices that can be seen or observed, while 
the buried or hidden part of the iceberg 
incorporates how the core values (learned 
ideas of what is acceptable or desirable, 
including religion, family practices, and 
so on) are shown in specific situations 
such as working or socializing. Although 
different cultural groups may share simi-
lar core values, such as respect, such 
values may be interpreted differently in 
different situations and incorporated dif-
ferently into specific attitudes for daily 
situations. These internal core values may 
become visible to the casual observer who 
sees the observable behaviors such as the 
words that are used, the ways people in 
the culture act, and so on.

Can you think of examples that 
show how respect is demonstrated 
in different cultures?

Now consider this: What is your defi-
nition of Deaf culture?
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A lot of people have no idea that 
there is such a thing as Deaf culture (see, 
for example, Jassal, 2017; Solomon, 2014). 
When we write about Deaf culture, we are 
writing about the beliefs, mores, artistic 

expressions, behaviors, understanding, 
and sign language expressions that Deaf 
people use (e.g., Holcomb, 2013; Padden 
& Humphries, 1988). Atherton (2016) 
states that Deaf culture reflects “those 

Figure 1–4. The Cultural Iceberg. Used with permission of Language 
& Culture Worldwide, LLC. http://www.languageandculture.com


