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SILENT NEWS

COLUMNISTS

A New Controversial Approach to Literacy:

by Alexandra Han

A conteovarsial way 10 raad, wrils
and lype one's sign languaga,
StgnWriling (or SW) is an "alphabet’, or

SignWriting:
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a st of symbola, thal can be used to BB .

write one's aign language. Like the
Roman alphabet, used to write many
difterent. spaken langpuages, such as
Canish, Gaman, French, Spanish and
Engfish, SkgnWrnting can also be used
_to write many different sign languages.
After -all, i many spoken languages
cEM hEwe . wiitten versions, why not
sign languages?

Rosistance Agalnst SignWriting:
Why It Is Controversial

Yat even within the Deal communi-
tias, SignWriting has bean controvar-
sial from the first tirma il was imvented
in 1874: gither dismizsed, laughed af,
ar scomed.

"Historically, new ideas that create
“social change” are always met with
resistance in the beginning, and
SignWriting is no exception,” points
out  Valerie Sulton, crealer of
SignWriter,

Among  reasons  listed  why
SignWiting “should not” be acceplied:
1) Signed languages ans nol supposed

1o be wiitton
21 Deaf people will becoma isolated
and never leam to read and writs

English
31 You have na right 1o writa our

language il you ara a hearing parsan
4101 | lzarn 1, no one elsa can raad i,

=p why bolhar?
5) I had treuble anough lBaming to

raad and wrila English, why should
I leam somalhing new now as an
adult?

B} I refuse 1o leam SignWriting unless
other Deal people back i first!

Yet, as SignWriting continuas o
evalva, il [5 gathering greatar accep-
tance, and its many uses, including a
possible educational advantage for
Daaf and hard of hearing students, is
slowly baginning o be sansed by oth-
era. Intarestingly, while both Deal and
hearing adulls struggle with their reac-
fions 1o SW. ..

Deaf Children: Their Reactions

Y¥oung children respond ditferanty.
They're drawm fo il, get excited about
it, and will d this 'schacl wark! hardar,
amnd for longer pericds. According 10
their teachers, they tend fo take about
six° momnths 0 leam the basics of
SignwTriting, & relatively short lime in
their long academic education, They
also leam it more guickly than adulis,
being younger, unbiased, and mora
linguistically flexible. Research is cur-
rently being underfaken o detarmine
whether SignWriting helps, or doesn't
help, these children's ability to read
and write English - and, perhaps mora
importantly, 1heir zelf esteem. From an
glementany Albuquergue, Mew Mexico
school, this eight-vears-old young stu-
dent,Dasi Baca, chorles: “it's
FLUML.....My favorite thing is to leam
SW." Asked if she thought it will be
hard for deaf pecpie, she signed
emphatically {in ASL), "Mao, it's easy for
Deai pecple™ (because they already
kreow signa}, About the SignWriter pro-
gram, in which ong can type in the
symbols for 3W, she signed emphati-
cally,” |-admit | ke 1o use the comput-
erl it's a kot of fun to make up stories,
and it is beautiful®, When asked to clar-
ify what is beautiful, she peinted io the
instruciional manual with the signs and
SW symbols illustrated in color, and
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Will It Work?

Mark Towir Schoal Lirary ?lr.ﬂ]l‘mqurn'rur'. Mo ﬂ.-'lrm:!. Left to raghb: Kiman, Tezwmine, Jor and

Diesd, The kids are aiting for B SignWriter Computer Program fo "boat”™ on the libvary com-
plefers, und while towting, My are rovding fromn the SignWriting slonidoots,

signed, *| Bke (the symbais)... they ara
baautiful

Anather young student, Jazmine
Martinez, reminded of tha occasion
whan she found the sign for “girl' in the
SignWriter dictionary and became very
excited al finding it, giggled, and com-
mented {that sign} 'girl’, ves, you are
rght”’, then proudly demonstratod
some piher signs she found using the
SigrWriter dictionary, such as ‘bug’
and “cat.' Az to her favorite book, "1
read i at home. | sil and ook at the
signs (writtert in SW) and then write
thie weard. . wall wark lar a bong time in
my room when my mom goes fo the
store”. Other teachers have repored
slmillar reactions.

Implementing SignWriting Into
Education

Cecilia Flood, a school counselor
wihp waorks with 50 siudenis in small
groups i bwo elementary schoals and
ona middle school in Afbuguergues,
Mew Mexico, has bean implamanting
SignWriting info her currculum for the
past year.  The quates from the stu-
dents {above) wara vidactapead by har.
Whean asked, "Have you bean fold "But
SignWriting fakea too much time in the
claseroom, and we have lo teach
these students so much already™™,
She responded; “When | first
approached clasaroom teachers about
this Sigrwriting project, {1 heard com-
menis such as) "Oh, that's 100 much to
learn, | don't think ihis student will be
able to handle leaming SignWriting as
well as leaming fow to  read
English'....| hawve gotten several

responses from individual parenis...,
These concerns range from faking
away lime spent leaming English, o a
concem that not enough members of
the Deal community use SW, 1o a con-

developing literacy skills”

Dealing with Resistence: Just
Listen

Asked how she dealt with this, Flood
replied: *My response..generally, |
don't respond. | Just listen. I'm-not tey-
Img to convinge educators, parants, of
even Deal comrmunily members thal
SigrWriting is the only way to go.

" do believa thal Deat and hard of
hearing students are indesd smard
engugh and capable encugh language
usars and leamers who can and do
organize Enguistic information into two
separate and distinct languages, ASL
and English.

My hope is that the ethnographic
recording (that she' s curently doing)
of Deaf and hard of hearing students’
expeniences as they leam 1o wrile
using SignWriting, will provide signifi-
cant ewvidenca which will promote
graater interastin the investigation of a
potential bi-literacy ool That tool
would be the use of SW in billingual
education modeis for Deal and hand of
hearing students in the U.S."

S0 Why Should We Use
SignWriting Te Teach Deal and Hard
of Haaring Students?

Asked why Flood wanted 10 intro-
duce Signwriting to her students, this
is hr response:

“To capitalize on language abilibes,
not fanguage preblems. To provide a
medium, (SignWriling) that potentially
may enhance linguistic and cultural
idenfity and seli-empowsr Deaf and
hard of hearing students. "To record
the experiential stores of Deaf and
hard of hearing SW leamers that will
significantty inform perspectives on the
academic literacy  leaming experi-
ences of Deaf and hard of hearing sh-
dents, 'in their own words'. "As the
ot -SignWriting, 1 will

0 attempt to neutralize
 power relationships
.~ |that exist in the
- | everyday school liter-
s acy leaming environ-
ment and hope to
pramcte
powar, ong that will
encourage students
and teachers 1o aiter-
nate belween leacher
and leamer roles."
Having taught
Signwritireg for & year
now, Flood  now
racounted how quicks
Iy her studenis took
fen it
Youmnger

Chiparsal Elémenibary Schonl i Allsquengies, Mew Merieo, Leit to
right: The stedents, Danny, Pernande erd Daflian. They are demon- Read SW:

slratlivg Hhelr rame signs wiillen in SignWratting.

Childran's Ability To

“Twe of the yourger

shared -

studants (5 & B ws) 1ook 1o these SW
symbois (on flash cards) rathar quick-
Iy, We were matching the (SW) =ign
vocabukary with some plciures  and
ibustrations of events thal might evoka
some of hosa faelings. “The bwo stu-
dants seam 10 recogni®a the symbals
as a whole and ‘read thesa signs
quickly: SCARED, EXCITED, SAD,
HAPPY. The others {older ones) in tha
group took the lead of the eary SW
ragders’, and continwed with the activ-
ity signing what their peers saw on tha
flash cards, “Even {when 1) was ready
to move onte another activity with tha
ciher three sludents, the wo sledens
wanted to continue the activity on their
o, sorting cut the SW llash cards
that ware piled belwaan tham maich-
ing them with the Hlusiralions provid-
ed.” Flood and her students continued
diccussing, creating and soding oul
SignWriting symbaols,

Middle-School Siudents’ Reac-
tions

“The middle school students initially
warg morg skeptical when | showed
come samples of SW to them, | did
get some comments like; ‘That's
weirdl’, ‘But thal's hard to learm’, "Why
should 1 learn Sign Writing? | already
know and have a lot of expariance
using ASLL and °| don't want 1o leam
that studf, it's too hard’, "] didn't stop
there,...though | was fempted, | intro-
duced some of those very same shap-
tics to the SignWriter; the sign lan-
guage word processor program, They
were more inlerested then and took to
uslng the computer to generate. indi-
vidual signs, then strings of signs, then
whole signed. comments.

"Typical of young adolescants, their
comments focusd on what they had
done with Idands over the weekend,
their boyirends, and school special
evenls. The studants pecked away al
the computer kevboard with confi-
dence and satisfaclion....."Pror to
using the SignWriter, | don't think
these students paid much attentlon to
howr thay ware signing. Watching two
gth graders at the Bbrary compllers
digcugging the palm orientalion of a
gign not i the dictionany, negolial-
iNG.... was evidence enough for me 1o
pursug the formal initiation of an
ethnographic research project. This
project will document the expariences
of deal and hard of hearng students,
ages o- 14, (yes and even the skepfics
amoeng them) leaming how to write
using SignWriting, a way 1o read and
write signs,

What The Fulure May Hold:

Flond predicted, based om her
abzensations and current research:
“Using a velr-to-be-tapped rescurce,
sigmwriting, deaf and hard of hearing
sludents will not only become betier
signers, but alse belter readers and
writers, plus they will attain member-
ship in the growing club of bilingual
readars and writers In the U.S.A,"

Teachers can wrile or call for a freo
packet of infermation on SignWriting:

The SignWriting Literagy Progect
Tha DAC, Deal Action Committes
For SignWriting

P.C, Box 517, La Jolla, CA,
92038-0517, USA

Woice( 58456-0033
TTY{@S8456-0010

Faxig 5 8)456-0020

Email, DAG & SignWriting.org
Web:  hifp:weew. SignWriting.org



