Deaf, not dumb

they can't speak
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The students of St Mary's School for Deaf Girls are tired of people assuming that
O, WOrse, arc H[lll“ﬂid. That's w |'I};' l|‘lL‘}"\.’L‘ sl out o mmprove
understanding between the deaf and hearing communities, writes Grainne Faller
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Princlpled: “This Is the 21st century. ‘Dumb’ shouldn't be used any more. Wa find It Insulting,” says one student. Photogroph: Imagefile

ransition year is often based on

teamwork, on classes working

together and people pulling

their weight. In a big class, a
project such as a mind-company sn't too
taxing i people co-operate with each
other. Split the work and there's plenty of
room for other ventures. By that ration-
ale, students in smaller ¢lasses will end
up with bigger workloads. S0 a class of
only & handful of people would be wise
not 1o be too adventurous, right? Wrong,
if the expericnce of transition-year
students at St Mary's School {or Deaf
Girls, in north Dublin, is anything to go
by.

What the seven students lack in
numbers they make up for with ambition.
The girls are in the middle of two remark-
able projects that they hope will improve
understanding between the deaf and hear-
Ing communitics,

First on the agenda is a Young Social
Innovators project called Deal Not
Drumb, The meanings of words change all
the time. Most peaple know that “gay™
used to mean merry and light-hearted,
but did you know that "silly” used to
mean blessed? “Meat™ used to refer to
any type of food, and “undertaker” was a
general term for an entreprengur.
Likewige, “dumb”™ used 1o mean some-
body who couldn't talke Now it is more of-
ten used negatively, to insult somebody’s
intelligence or - as in “*dumbing down” -
Lo sugpest a decline In standards,

The girls at St Mary's want to ralse
awareness among the hearing communi-
ty that the term “deal and dumb” is no
longer acceptable. One of them, Caroling
Grotty, says: “The word ‘dumb’, il you
look at it in the dictionary, means stupid.
This is the 21st century, It just shouldn's
be usked any more ... We're all deaf
students, and we find it insulting. We've

done surveys of deal people, and most ol
them find it insulting, too.”

The girls® campaign is attracting
publicity. Shirley Higgins, their transi-
Hion-year co-ordinator, says “The girls
have to be allowed to speak lor them-
selves on something like Nationwide, on
RTE. [ really think it's important to also
get the point across that just because
you're deal, it doesn’t mean that you can't
speak, Some of the girls have really excel-
lent speech.”

The idea is to change people’s idcas
about what it is to be deaf. The students
want to present their research to the
National Association for Deaf People and
the Irish Deaf Society, which can

Sign of the times: St Mary's seven transitlon-yoar students

continue with the awareness campalgn
after thas year of research 1s complete.
Lagt year St Mary's came joint second
in the Young Social Innovators competi-
tion. Its project, Deal Proud, produced a
learning-resource DVD for schoals that
wanted to teach sign language. The stu-
dents, who had never filmed anything
before, were satisfied with the content
but unhappy with the quality of the DVD.
It was decided afterwards to keep the
format but to give the filming another go
This year's transition year decided to
remake, market and sell the DVD as their
mini-company project. Even with the
experience of last year, filming has
thrown up some interesting problems.

Sign language is a popular cholee for

How to talk to
deaf people

O vou know That Mmats LriEn
porsan In sl sulfers from L0 ferrm
ol hepring loas? So it se0ms sUanga
that wa'tn not oo eware of it Thara
14 o spectrum of heonng loss, fanging

from mild to prafound, Many peonle -

suffer heanm load AN 1hey gat oldsr
It ean have n profound alfect, as
daalnnss I8 not just a loss Of Sound

ptrcaplitn I oy intdrfeis os f"f‘l—u‘i!'f P

with your ability Lo interact with the
Waleli

Thare ora almpio thing s vanyone
can 4o 1o improyd e
communication with peaple who Jrn
hard of hearnng or deat, You can moaks
aoraraation much aanier for
pveryons, for exgmple, simply by
GBI SOme COmMman Sonsa
& Face the person, Il they can't aad
vour llps, they can't understand vou
& Don’lL be afroid Yo attract theis
attention if they're not looking your
Wiy,
& Make oye contact and don't stan
speaking until they m looking ot you
& Can Lha person se0 you propetly?
Ao you 100 far awny? (& there anough
light on your face? Are you on tho
same level?
& Avold communicative nolees such
as *Mmm,” Instead, nod and uso
body language where appropriate
& Don't move your head 100 muech,
thaugh. Speak clearly, pernaps & litthe
slowsr than usunl, bul use your
nomraal ythm of apsach
& Don’l shout of overLenunciale,
which chongas the way your [Ips move
- gnd con embamass the person
you' re talking 1o,
& Heop your hands pwoy from your
mouth
& If vou'ro stuck, writé down whatyou
want to say.
& Leam a little aign language. You
never Know when It might coma in
nanagy.
& Above all, ratio. If you're
concentrolng too much on thesa Lps
you e not going 10 hove a very
Interasting conversation,

& Agnpted from

www. irishdoafsociely.la and
www,nadl e These om good sources
of ganeral information about deafness
and hoaring 10ss, ps walf as providing
infarmation aboul aign language and
clasas s

When 1 ask how it has been poing, the
girls give a polite and universal replys
*Okay.”

“Ah, now, tell the tmuth,” says Higmins
laughing.

“Olkay, it's hard,” says Caroline, “We
all decided to have the same hair and
muake-up and to wear the same T-shiret,
and we were trying to get the perfect
background for TV. We started with one
colour, but then we tried three other
backgrounds and asked people's
opinions. We changed it over and over,
and then we ended up deciding on the
first one anyway.”

"We've been filming all week,”™ says
Higgins. “We don't have the proper equips
ment, 50 we have to be really careful 1o
make sure that the signs are clear.” Jusk
as hearing teenagers use slang and mums
ble when they talk, deaf teenagers do the
same when they sign. Precision has been
an issue.

"“We didn't realise ourselves how diffis
cult it was going to be,” says Higging:
*We have to do exactly the right signs®
says Lynn Fitzpatrick, another studenl,
This is easier for some than for others.
Emily Brennan found it particularly hard.
“I'm left-handed.” she explaing, She has
had to reverse her signing in order Lo
make her right hand dominant.

With filming finished and the cover
designed, the DVD, which is called Deaf
With a Voice, 1s ready to be sent to
schools. Normally, each membér of a
mini-company contributes €3 as a starter
fund. As there are only seven of them,
they have given more than that, which
makes it particularly important to use the
money carefully.

Instead of mass-producing the DVD,
therefore, the girls have writtén to 50
schoaols, offering it as a teaching tool;
they will make only as many DVDs as
they need.

With the two projects on the go, the
girls have been working extremely hard
to make themselves heard. “We're not
dumb, 1'd like to tell people that we have
an opinion and we have a voice,” says
Caroline, “It's hard work. But hopefully
it'll be worth "

Where to buy ‘Deaf with a Voice’, the St Mary’'s DVD course

rransitionyear students, particularly it thay
are doing the President’s Award or o
similar scheme. Neale Whelehan, whosa
Goiscs experience leatured in these pages
before Christmas, did 4 16-weok courss.
It was hard to grasp ot the start, bul once
| gatinto It It was great,” he says. “Thers
WS & guy on my football team who was
deal, He could read lips, but having o lew
slgns dofinitely helped,”

Orie ol the cbstocles for many schools
I% finding somecno 1o teach Sign languoge,
50 St Mary's timing (5 good. IS DVD, Deal
with o Volce (rght), teaches the basics of
Iriah Sign Language, with modules on the
nlphobet, numbars, grestings, pronouns,
questions and welling the time, It costs
€30 from St Mary's School for Deal Gins,
Contact Shirley Higgins at 01-83856359,
01-8386064 or Info@stmarysdeafgins. e,
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