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THIS TRANSCRIPT IS ISSUED ON THE UNDERSTANDING THAT IT IS TAKEN FROM A LIVE PROGRAMME AS IT WAS BROADCAST.  THE NATURE OF LIVE BROADCASTING MEANS THAT NEITHER THE BBC NOR THE PARTICIPANTS IN THE PROGRAMME CAN GUARANTEE THE ACCURACY OF THE INFORMATION HERE.

LEARNING TO BE DEAF


Presenter:	Esther Armah	

TRANSMISSION:	
_____________________________________________________________________

RUTH:	I’m not hearing I’m deaf. I’ll always be deaf.  I’m spiritually deaf.

ADAM’S INTERPRETER:	I spent seven years trying to convert to a hearing person.  Why?  What’s the need?

ISABELLE:	I felt that sometimes deaf people were threatened by deaf people who used to be hearing.  Someone said I was part of the hearing culture, I was culturally hearing.  It was quite intimidating and disappointing.

ESTHER:	Our world is a hearing world, brimming with myriad sounds of voices that guide and direct us.  Being deaf, living with the absence of sound and the presence of silence, while dealing with an environment where noise is everywhere, isn’t something I’d ever given that much thought to.  But I was about to embark on a journey.  I was leaving my comfortable, familiar, noise-filled environment to step into an alien space, a deaf world.  My initial research revealed there was such a thing as a deaf community, a society with a hierarchy – its own norms, rules, language and even identity.  Join me on this road trip as I unravel the complexities of those who moved between two worlds – one hearing, one deaf – but got stuck in a land called limbo.  This story seeks to elevate those voices that didn’t get heard in our classrooms or playgrounds, but were still present.  It’s a tale about those who occupy worlds within worlds.  Each one, I would discover, could be a strange, unfamiliar and hostile space.  But I’m jumping ahead of myself.  Buckle up; I need music for this trip.  

MUSIC

ESTHER:	First stop, Bristol.  I’m here to meet Matt, a 22-year old university student.  He was born deaf, but learned to talk and always spoke to his family and throughout his education.  Talking was his only form of communication.  He went to a non-specialist school, a mainstream school, from the age of 5 to 16.  He talked to me through a sign language interpreter.  He revealed his overriding memory of school.

MATT’S INTERPRETER:	It was a very difficult time for me.  I didn’t fit in very well.  My first year at school, I had to fit in with discussions, then try and fit in with friends.  I would have a note taker with me all the time, but they were much older than everybody, so it was like having somebody follow you round all the time.

ESTHER:	Schooldays were tough, but, like lots of us who hated school, relief came when the school bell went.  We left that world to seek refuge and comfort when we walked towards our home, closed our front door and breathed a sigh of relief.  We were home, safe.  We were with our families.  We could relax.  We knew Mum or Dad would be able to understand.  That wasn’t the case for Matt with his parents.  

MATT’S INTERPRETER:	They’d say, “If you’ve got problems with school, let me know”, but it was difficult to communicate with them anyway, so I didn’t tell them my problems.  I remember when my father would talk to me, it would be a struggle to communicate.  It was the same with my mother and my sister.  When I saw how my parents related to my sister, it’s different to how they relate to me.  I always felt left out from family situations.  It was sometimes really difficult and I’d go off to bed and I’d think how can I make myself more hearing, how can I make myself more like them and less like deaf people?

ESTHER:	Matt loves his family and is now very close to them, and they love him too.  Matt lived in their world, the hearing world, but he wasn’t really part of it.  Struggling to fit in caused insecurity and pain.

MATT’S INTERPRETER:	Back then, I had much more problems with my confidence.  Communications would break down and then my confidence would fall even more.  I’d have to go and have a good cry or I’d get upset.  The same thing would happen again and again and again, so there was no end to it.  I had to rely on my note taker a lot, so I’d tell them the problems rather than rely on my parents.  I was more connected to my note taker than I was to my mother and my father.  

ESTHER:	After struggling to speak throughout his primary and secondary school years, Matt finally found sign language at university.  With it, he found his own voice.  His parents looked on amazed and delighted at the change in their son’s behaviour.

MATT’S INTERPRETER:	They realise that I enjoy myself, that I’ve got a social life, that I’ve got friends, that I’m enjoying university.  They realise you know, damn, I should have taught him to sign years ago.  They started to question the experts and the experts’ recommendations.  But of course all they were told was the hearing perspective.  My parents never thought of gaining the deaf perspective on this.

ESTHER:	Time to leave Matt.  As I go, I watch him as he signs – expressive, vibrant, communicating.  But I thought about the pain he’d suffered.  I wondered if others shared this experience.  Back on the road again, I was off to Oxford to meet Ruth.  At 37, she’s the mother of four hearing children.  Ruth was nearly 4 when she was diagnosed as profoundly deaf and she’s the only deaf child in her family.  She revealed just how tough it was physically to talk.  We met in the corridor outside the classroom of her primary school.

(to Ruth)  Okay, in you go.  You tell me if it’s exactly the same.

RUTH:	I remember it so well.  My desk was over here.  The room seems tiny now.  (laughs)
ESTHER:	The chairs are tiny.  Shall we see if we can sit down in one of these chairs?

RUTH:	Talking is physically difficult.  I have to force my voice out.  Actually I find it quite hard to breathe properly when I’m speaking because it’s quite difficult to make the sounds and it’s very exhausting.  

ESTHER:	I had never even thought about how I made the words that came out of my mouth.  Discovering that for Ruth and maybe other deaf people talking or being oral in deaf world jargon was a focused action that required a lot of effort and concentration, that was a revelation.  I shared Matt’s experience about not being taught sign language with Ruth.  She nods vigorously.

RUTH:	My mother was told not to let me learn sign language.  They said to her that I would be held back by the other children and that I might stop communicating orally.  I feel that right was taken away from me in the belief that as long as I stuck to oral education that everything would be alright and I’d grow up very like a hearing person.  But I’m not hearing.  I’m deaf.  I’ll always be deaf.  I’m spiritually deaf.

ESTHER:	Ruth dropped out of school when she was 16.  Next year she goes back to education.  She’s off to university.  She’s got to leave now to pick up her daughter.  She’s left me confused though.  What did it mean to be spiritually deaf?  Time for the next stop on the road trip, understanding this new concept.  Meet Adam Walker.  He’s one of the founders of a group called Deaf Ex-Mainstreamers, known as DEX.  It represents deaf adults educated in mainstream schools.  Adam smiles in understanding about Ruth’s comment that she’s “spiritually deaf”.  He talks through a sign language interpreter.

ADAM’S INTERPRETER:	Deafness is more than not being able to hear.  Deaf people have their own identity.  They’re part of the deaf community and they share a common language, British sign language, and it does mean that deaf people don’t have to work at trying to fit into a hearing world. 

ESTHER:	DEX campaigns to make sign language an intrinsic part of the school curriculum in all schools where there are deaf pupils.  They’ve done research on models of education in thirty-five schools throughout Europe.  They think the ideal model is a school with a significant number of deaf children, one in which sign language is crucial.  Crucial?  But surely it was important to be part of the majority?  They’re the norm, the dominant society, so didn’t fitting in matter?  Jill Jones, co-founder of DEX, explains.

JILL:	It is important to be part of the mainstream, yes, because obviously you want to be able to get a job and hopefully to have relationships with hearing people.  If the child is constantly exposed to hearing people, then that deaf child begins to feel there’s a sense of not feeling right.

ESTHER:	I wasn’t sure about DEX’s approach.  I wondered if there were other educational options that wouldn’t leave a child with the haunting memories that Matt carried.  

MUSIC

ESTHER:	Back on the road to find out.  I came across Mary Keane from Deaf Education through Listening and Talking, more commonly known as DELTA.  It’s a voluntary organisation run by parents, deaf people and teachers of the deaf.  DELTA’s passionate about what they call the ‘natural oral approach’.  It means using whatever hearing a child may have and then relying on hearing aids so a child can learn to talk.  DELTA believes even the deafest child can learn to speak.  Mary Keane explains.

MARY:	The evidence is overwhelming that the natural oral approach provides … Children and young people who follow the approach have been very successful and in many ways it is one of the greatest unsung achievements of the modern world – that they’re just getting on with their lives and are not hung up about their hearing impairment.

ESTHER:	Our road trip had just landed us in deeply controversial territory.  I had no idea I had just strolled into a raging war and stepped squarely on the landmine that is the discussion about education for deaf children.  There is nothing new about this debate – it goes back centuries; it’s just that it’s so hotly contested.  With my microphone as my only shield from the passionate onslaught, I discovered the tussle over the deaf education turf came down to this: sign language versus spoken language.  One side was currently occupied by Mary Keane from DELTA.  Jill Jones from DEX held the opposing position.  Jill wanted to stress the importance of sign language to successful education for deaf children.  Jill uses her own voice to speak.

JILL:	Without sign language, they don’t have the resources or the support to help them through the National Curriculum. If there’s a standard service that deaf children can opt in and out as they like.  They can either go off and mix with hearing children and use spoken language if they want to, but they have the knowledge that they’ve got another language and another language community.

ESTHER:	Mary Keane disagrees.  She thinks having a bilingual education isn’t realistic or appropriate.

MARY:	It’s not the language of the school.  The language of the school and the community is the spoken language and if you want a child to develop their listening and their speaking, it wouldn’t be appropriate in that situation.  People who do use sign are less likely to use their listening or develop the spoken skills that they need to take part in the wider world.

ESTHER:	I was reminded of Matt.  His parents had listened to the experts and he hadn’t learned to sign.  Did other parents worry about their child’s fate if sign language was on offer from an early age?  I met up with Jane Miller.  She’s the mother of university student Amy.  Amy’s the eldest and only deaf child in her family.  After speaking all her life, she’s now learned sign language.  Sadly her mother hasn’t, so doesn’t share her daughter’s exciting new form of communication.  It’s a sensitive and emotional subject for mum Jane.

JANE:	You can see how alive she comes when she’s signing and you don’t see that when she’s talking and trying to lip-read.

ESTHER:	So when you go back to when she was really, really young – you say she was diagnosed when she was 2½ - what kind of information were you given about how to treat her by the doctors?

JANE:	We were never given the option to sign purely for the fact that I think they thought Amy wouldn’t speak if she had the sign.  It’s been lovely to see her blossom and her character to come out into the social person she is now, but in the other way it’s made me feel slightly cut off from her.

ESTHER:	And how do you feel about that now, I mean given what you gave up to look after her and knowing that she has now learnt sign language?

JANE:	I feel disappointed because if I had been able to sign with her, it would have been so much easier, and I would have hoped that we would have still spoken as well for her sake as well as mine.

ESTHER:	Jane stops and stares out of her dining room window.  She’s still quiet when I ask her how Amy has changed around her family since discovering sign language and her own community, the deaf community.

JANE:	The rest of the family seem to think that Amy’s very quiet now when she comes home, quieter than she used to be, and she doesn’t get involved much at all.  An example was we went out for a meal with grandparents and Amy hardly joined in at all with any conversation.  It was mentioned that was there something wrong with Amy, she was very quiet.  They thought maybe she wasn’t very well or something was wrong, but because I know Amy so well I realised it was because there was no signing involved.



ESTHER:	So does that encourage you and the rest of the family to think about learning to sign as well, so there can be more communication?

JANE:	Well it’s difficult when she’s away such a lot, as she is now.  I wish it had all happened years ago.  To do it now seems as though it’s too late.

ESTHER:	Some mothers might feel you know I almost resent that new thing my child has learnt because it’s taken her away.

JANE:	In a horrible way, yes there are feelings like that.  But I realise that it’s given her another life and she’s enjoying herself, so I mean that’s all you can wish for really.     

ESTHER:	Back on the road, I mused about this.  Jane Miller was a mother who was worried she might be losing her daughter to sign language and the deaf world.  Ruth, Amy and Matt’s parents were all told their kids shouldn’t sign.  Their parents listened to the experts.  All three wish they had learned to sign earlier.  Who should choose a deaf child’s form of communication?  I discover this is also trouble territory for the deaf world.  Mary Keane from DELTA and Jill Jones from DEX have polarised views.

JILL:	DEX believes strongly that parents don’t have the right to choose the communication mode of the child and quite often the two are interlinked with respect to deaf children.  The type of school that they choose will depend on the type of communication they’ve chosen for the child.

MARY:	Parents have an absolute right to decide what is it they want for their children.  They are after all their children.  They don’t belong to anybody else.  They don’t belong to the schools, they don’t belong to the services, they don’t belong to any other community who decides to claim them.  They belong first and foremost to their families.

ESTHER:	I thought I’d leave the two groups to slug it out.  I went looking for someone who was happy that their parents had chosen for them to speak.  Meet Maria Sampson.  She lives with her guitar mad boyfriend, Matt.

MATT PLAYING GUITAR

MARIA:	Matt, can you stop playing that because the BBC are here to interview us?

MATT:	Alright.

ESTHER:	Maria’s studying psychology at Kingston University.  She was born profoundly deaf.

MARIA:	I’ve never really been into meeting other deaf people.  All the friends I have now are all fully hearing and they just accept me so much that I don’t feel the need to go and find other deaf people.  I’ve just been speaking ever since I was born and that’s partly due to my mum who was quite harsh on me when I was younger, but if it wasn’t for her being as strict as she was then I wouldn’t be able to talk as well as I do today.  I didn’t do any sign language at all and if I wanted something, I wasn’t allowed to have it until I said the word, and if I was given the opportunity to sign now, I don’t think I would.

ESTHER:	And how important do you think it’s been to you to talk in terms of your academics, in terms of how you’ve done in school?

MARIA:	I think it’s been very important because it’s helped me integrate into the hearing world.  If I couldn’t speak, then I would probably have a really hard time coping in mainstream school.

ESTHER:	Groups like DELTA are worried that young people will lose their independence if they have to rely on interpreters because they use sign language.  Maria’s never learned to sign and isn’t exactly keen on the idea of an interpreter either.
MARIA:	I think I’d probably feel a bit uncomfortable because I feel like people would judge me, especially in job interviews.  They might think, well, if you have to have someone with you all the time, we don’t really want you to work here.  To me, being able to talk is very important.

ESTHER:	Maria fiercely guards her independence.  It’s a key part of her identity.  Ruth wanted something different.  She wanted to be part of the deaf community.  Who was that community?  Between 50 to 250,000 people in Britain use sign language.  Some people within that community define themselves as Big D – that’s Deaf with a capital D.  I discovered that apparently Big D meant being proud of your deaf identity.  But what exactly is their identity?  I thought about student Matt.  He studies at Bristol University, which also happens to be home to the academic exploration of these issues.  It turns out Professor Jim Kyle teaches Deaf Studies there.  He’s an academic who has spent thirty years working in this area.  Good pitstop.  While waiting to speak to Professor Kyle, I met a student from his course and asked him to explain deaf identity.  He talked to me through an interpreter.

STUDENT’S INTERPRETER:	There’s value in who you are and what you are.  There’s a set of beliefs that people in that group have a similar feeling.  You almost feel they’re you know my people, my group of people.  When you go into the outside world – yeah, okay, it’s fine, but it’s like you’re visiting the hearing world.  This is where you work, this is where you visit during the day, but this group of people on the other side are my people.  This is where I feel comfortable; this is where I can communicate.  That’s identity.  It’s home.  It’s being home.

ESTHER:	Hearing that helps me understand Ruth and her longing for this feeling.  I wandered down a corridor and in a dusty office, surrounded by books, was Professor Kyle.  He explained exactly what it meant to discover your deaf identity.

KYLE:	It’s not I’m going on a course to learn about being deaf.  It’s a discovery that all the things you felt for the last ten, twenty years can actually be explained by being with these people who suddenly are the same.

ESTHER:	I thought of Matt and Amy - their struggle in the hearing world; their yearning to be part of this world.  Still musing, I bumped into Isabelle, a multilingual massage therapist.  She’s become progressively deaf in the last few years.  She’s now severely deaf, uses hearing aids and is learning sign language.  She’s absolutely in love with the idea of deaf culture and becoming part of it.

ISABELLE:	Meeting other people with a hearing loss was very helpful because I recognised certain traits of their personalities and their behaviour that I have and that obviously related to hearing loss.  I have met deaf people from different countries and they do have something in common.  There is definitely a deaf culture.  

ESTHER:	Listening to their descriptions, the beauty of their world, the common global culture, the warmth, the sanctuary, I thought of those who sought entry to this world.  At least now they could be part of it.  Except it turns out that getting into it certainly wasn’t as straightforward as simply wanting to be part of this new world and culture.  Student Matt, who spoke to me through a sign language interpreter, explained.

MATT’S INTERPRETER:	One of the first times I went into the deaf community, it was a really bad experience.  They were all signing very well and obviously I didn’t know any sign language and I’d try and speak to them and they’d just walk off.  They didn’t make any effort at all to communicate with me.

ESTHER:	Matt didn’t know there was an unspoken and unsigned etiquette to being part of this world.  He’d learned to sign as an adult; he had been speaking all his life.  Like Ruth, he felt isolated and lonely at school.  It was as if simply because he’d been in the hearing world struggling to get along, he was now being rejected by the deaf world.  Professor Kyle?

KYLE:	There are many circumstances where people are severely damaged by the experience of not fitting into the hearing community at all.  They can’t go to the pub after work; they can’t even understand people properly at work.  And when they do try and often rather guiltily try to meet with deaf people, suddenly they discover they don’t understand deaf people and they don’t have the same experiences as those deaf people and so they get stuck.

ESTHER:	Being torn between two worlds is a sadly familiar experience for DEX co-founder Adam Walker who talked to me through a sign language interpreter.

ADAM’S INTERPRETER:	I was torn apart.  I spent seven years trying to convert to a hearing person.  I had two minds, if you like.  I was split in some ways.  I strongly wanted to mix with deaf youngsters simply because of the communication.  And that is our lifeblood, isn’t it, communication?

ESTHER:	For Matt, it was as if the deaf community was wary, unwelcoming to someone who had been to mainstream education and then sought entry to this unfamiliar but exciting new world.

MATT’S INTERPRETER:	The attitude was I was this new, strange, oral person who was trying to get in there and it was too hard.  And I think it’s because the deaf community are really suspicious of the hearing world.  They think that oral people are coming in to try and somehow damage them and to try and bring oralism into their community and to make them speak, but I’m not there to sabotage them.  I want to be part of the deaf community and be involved in that.

ESTHER:	After that effort, they discover that there’s a hierarchy of deafness in this community.  Apparently – and I still don’t fully understand this – it all depends on when you became deaf and how quickly you learned to sign.  But nobody warns you of that.  You’re not told that if you became deaf in adulthood, somehow you’re not part of their world.  It’s almost as if you’re being punished for how you were educated.  Isabelle learned that painful lesson when she took her first steps into the deaf community.



ISABELLE:	On the one hand, I wish I had been born deaf.  I would know where I stand and not like I would have lost anything; it would be part of me.  On the other hand, it made me feel worse.  As a deaf person, I wanted to not feel like I was trapped in between two worlds: the hearing world and the deaf world.  I felt very much in between like I was in no man’s land and didn’t belong anywhere.

ESTHER:	And it gets worse.  The deaf community frowns on behaviour picked up from simply being in the hearing world.  You may be accused of having what they call a “hearing attitude”.  Professor Jim Kyle …

KYLE:	It’s actually behaving like a hearing person, seeing speech and writing and reading as more important than communicating directly with other deaf people.  It’s placing a greater value on hearing friends and that would be treated as a rather negative thing.  That would be a “hearing attitude”.

ESTHER:	Adam had a taste of both worlds: first he was rejected by one; then his attempts to enter the other were greeted with suspicion.

ADAM’S INTERPRETER:	They saw me as an outsider.  I have to say it was partly my fault.  When I mixed with hearing children, I remember feeling that I was superior in some way to those who attended the deaf school.  I saw the deaf children in the deaf school as a minority group and I felt part of the majority group.  I sidelined them in a way.  They were quite angry about this because they picked it up.

ESTHER:	It seemed that the deaf community was wrestling with its own issues, as Isabelle discovered.

ISABELLE:	I was scared because I realised how much politics there were within the deaf community and how it could be so difficult to be accepted.  I felt that sometimes some deaf people were threatened by deaf people who used to be hearing.  That was quite scary and still is.  I find it quite difficult.  Now that I’m losing my hearing and I’m learning British sign language, I’m interested in a deaf culture and I want to take up residence in there because it will be for me the only way of not becoming isolated.
ESTHER:	And then she learned the deaf community even has its own insults.

ISABELLE:	Someone once called me a “heary” in a derogatory way and someone said I was part of the hearing culture, I was culturally hearing.  Instead of saying welcome to our culture, I felt it was putting a wall between us and saying oh you are hard of hearing, it’s very different.  It was quite disappointing.

MUSIC

ESTHER:	So with all that motion between spaces and voices, with demands that you are a permanent resident in either one world or another with little option for temporary tenancy in either, where did that leave student Matt?  Which world did he dwell in?

MATT’S INTERPRETER:	I’m on the fence.  I’m just in the middle there somewhere.  I’ve got hearing friends, I’ve got deaf friends, so I’m not quite sure where I sit.  I prefer to be with deaf people in a group, but in the every day world then I’ve got to speak - so to choose where I am is very difficult.

MUSIC UP

ESTHER:	My road trip was over.  Polarised perspectives and painful experiences meant there was no simple, straightforward solution.  I learnt that deafness is not about silence.  It wasn’t about the absence of sound, but the need for the presence of communication.  Every group and every individual I met wanted connection.  Parents wanted to share a language with their children; the hearing world wanted to connect to its deaf citizens.  The organisations wanted their approach to be respected on their own terms.  With each pull and push in seemingly separate directions, there was one central connection: everybody just wanted to be heard but in their own unique voice.

