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Abstract

The view of the Deaf as a cultural-linguistic mirypris considered as the
desired basis for all educational arrangementsidicy those for assessment. It is
argued that Deaf children need to achieve goochflyen at least one language
before starting their formal education. Childrenovdre not in possession of a first
language — spoken or signed - are greatly disadgadtwhen they are included in
literacy programmes for hearing children. In fasgme may never reach a
satisfactory level of literacy and, therefore, wilbt learn to engage in literate
thought. The need to promote access to bilinguaindtal) education is
emphasised. This implies facilitating competencea isign language as well as a
spoken language - preferably the two languagesespwkthe Maltese educationa
system. It is argued that full access to the culuim for Deaf children can only be
achieved through Maltese Sign Language which, jiregposed, is the alternative
route that will enable Maltese Deaf children to elep reflective and creative
thinking resulting from full literacy.

! The term Deaf (with a capital D) is used to refepérsons who identify themselves as members of the
community with substantial hearing loss who use sgguage extensively.
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Introduction — Deaf children in education

The Deaf community worldwide sees itself as a lisge, cultural minority and
asserts that this should constitute the ratior@l@amy educational arrangements rather
than that resulting from the ‘medical’ view. Therieais implications of this lead to a
qualitatively different approach to the educatiod assessment of Deaf children.

Deaf students in Malta have long been recognised asnority group within
mainstream education. They were among the firsbiesl students to be accepted
into the mainstream since the 1960s (Bartolo, 200kjs was not, however, done in
the knowledge that their education and assessmawtraqguire a new approach or
resources beyond regular visits by a peripatetictter.

Whilst the professionals’ approach was usually waling and sympathetic, no
high expectations were in place. The outcome ofctidren’s integration into the
mainstream depended to a large extent on the de§mgport that parents were able
to give to their child. Children who were not sugpd in a substantial way by their
parents were unable to make academic progress sauadlyuwent back into special
education (Azzopardi, 1983, p.600).

The Deaf as a linguistic minority

The medico-technological focus

Professionals have in the not-so-remote past viedigabled persons as having a lack
of some kind. Deaf children were seen primarilylgdren who needed to have their
hearing adjusted and hence fitted with hearing-aldhere is little doubt that most
hearing-impaired children benefit greatly from ably fitted hearing-aids, and that
technological advances continue to increase thesefits. Without suitable hearing-
aids these children have little, if any, usefulessxcto spoken language. Today, the
most technologically advanced device is, in faleg tochlear implant, a surgically
implanted electronic device which has been widghplauded for improving the
quality of the sound received as input by the puottly deaf person.

Nevertheless, so far, it seems that whilst chiidegth cochlear implants develop
sounds in the same order as hearing children andraky faster than children with
hearing aids, this development is slower than tbathearing children and
“unintelligible speech remains the norm, particiylawhen those children have
congenital hearing losses. As impressive as thainsgmight be, children with
implants generally do not show language growtheakls comparable to hearing
peers.” (Marschark, 2002, p. 3). One can theredagethat they still do not have the
same access to speech as do hearing children emainty, their access — whatever
the degree — comes much later than that of thertgealild.

Focus on the technological side of hearing loss dust the Deaf child a great
deal of time and energy away from support. In usialiscussions, seminars and
workshops locally, the lengthiest and most heatduhtes are spent on the subject of
audiology rather than on curricular subjects. Moo the identification of poor
technology has also often served as justificatmmetlucational targets generally and
language targets in particular not being achiet4zdl the same time and energy been
spent on recognising the need for an alternaticessible tool for interaction and on
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developing alternative accessible teaching andniegrstrategies, the educational
outcomes for children with hearing loss may hawembled those of hearing children
generally to a greater degree.

Focus on linguistic-cultural identity

In more recent years, following the great work Wflliam Stokoe in the early
seventies and the research of many other lingusty) languages have been
identified as visual-spatial parallels of the spokenguages of the majority that are
fully accessible to the Deaf. Thus, persons or camities who consider themselves
as Deaf see this ‘deafness’ as a cultural identdguated with their use of a sign
language rather than as audiological status.

There is no denial that profoundly Deaf childrermnd, probably many others
with a lesser degree of hearing loss — have limdedess to the spoken word.
Moreover, that access is often delayed consideghaghearing children often have a
very complex, fairly adult-like grammar by as eaaly the age of 36 months. We are
told that “research continues to show that, on ayer deaf children with congenital
or early-onset hearing losses consistently showifgignt delays relative to hearing
age-mates, even when those hearing-losses areeinmild to moderate range
(Marschark, 2002, p. 3).

On the contrary, Deaf children with Deaf parentsowdre exposed to sign
language within their family have full and timelgcess to the language and develop
it just like hearing children develop spoken larggia

Deaf children acquiring sign languages from birthsb without any modification,
loss, or delay to the timing, content, and matoreti course associated with reaching
all the linguistic milestones observed in spokemglaage. Beginning at birth, and
continuing through age 3 and beyond, speaking eyming children exhibit identical
stages of language acquisition. (Petitto, 200@52)

Deaf children who are exposed to sign language eadven if not from birth —
also have a good chance of acquiring the languabyeds a first language that fills all
their communication and interactional (social) reeed

On the other hand, children with a hearing losd limits their access to spoken
language may have limited spoken language mastegood number of them may
meet many difficult-to-surmount obstacles in thaittempted path to literacy,
education and social interaction with the largesrimy community unless they have
supportive parents who can facilitate their langudgvelopment after diagnosis.

The majority of Deaf children do not acquire laage in any straightforward sense.
The typical experience for the Deaf child is latel @ampoverished exposure to a first
language. The reasons for this are numerous butnaj@ factor is that 90 to 95% of
Deaf children are born to hearing parents with movidedge of sign language.
(Morgan & Woll, 2002, p. xiii)

It is clear from Morgan and Woll's argument — anohfi various other researchers
— that Deaf children can only be at par with thedaring counterparts if they are
allowed to develop sign language as a first languag early childhood.
Unfortunately, there are many environments thtdiinot encourage this:
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For much of recent history the use of sign langadgeDeaf people has been actively
discouraged by the wider hearing community (FadcHif85). Consequently the
Deaf Children we study grow up using a minoritygaage at home surrounded by
more powerful majority spoken and written languagéss type of bilingual context
undoubtedly affects language acquisition. (Morgawaell, 2002, p xiii)

Every child needs to be given an accessible laygideom as early an age as
possible to prevent the implications within liteyatevelopment — and, subsequently,
education - as well as within the social developnsphere. Developing a language in
the early years would, moreover, help prevent midrgalth problems resulting from
frustration and insularity that are often experahby the hearing-impaired child with
hearing loss “.who is cut off from the rest of (the family), (andjth whom the
mother cannot easily communicate” (Gregory, 1999.96-7).

It seems that, with very few exceptions, childvah not learn language as a
native language unless they do so within the @litigeriod even if this extends
beyond the three years indicated by some researtcher

The notion of critical period is that children musarn a language (any language)
during the rather brief period of the first twotbree years of life. If a first language
is learned later, there will be problems in deveigm full linguistic system. (Kyle &
Woll, 1985, p. 64)

The most serious problem in this regard is thaldobim require accessible and
meaningful input that is structurally beyond wHhayt actually produce themselves to
enable them to create their grammar (Krashen &€llert983, pp. 32-39) and, since
this comes from interaction with significant otheckildren with a hearing-loss are
doubly disadvantaged. This is stressed even fuby&tyle and Woll (1985):

One can suggest that deaf children’s lack of laggua indicative of general lack of
interactive competence; or one can assume that delifren’s lack of spoken
language makes the communication of behaviouralsamthl norms impossible for
parents; or one can claim that lack of shared comication deprives the deaf child
of access to the knowledge required for maturjty 65)

They conclude that the development of languageocéy occur where children
are provided with input which they can perceive aitkere the adult and child are
joint partners in creating communication.

The Deaf child and language

The Deaf child and the hearing-impaired child: éifint access to language

The distinction between the Deaf Child and the ingaimpaired child is sometimes
highlighted in discussions regarding how cochleaplanted children’s behaviour
resembles that of hearing children in their actesand learning of spoken language.
Deaf children have at best only very limited, inquiate access to spoken language:
“The majority of Deaf children do not acquire laage in any straightforward sense.
The typical experience for the Deaf child is latel anpoverished exposure to a first
language” (Morgan & Woll, 2002, p. xiii). They castrlearn language naturally, that
Is, through the spoken input of others alone. Tdlso means that their social
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interaction is very limited until they acquire larage. Hearing-impaired children who
do not learn language fully by the time they cortglieir primary education are, of
course, also disadvantaged in social interactiéil: dvailable research indicates that
for children with greater hearing losses, exposunly to spoken language usually
falls short of giving children the linguistic tooteey need for academic and social
purposes” (Marschark, 2002, p. 26).

Hearing-impaired children who do not use sign laggumust rely entirely on
spoken and written language in order to learnittktind, of course, to communicate.
The spoken language they access — with possibleretit degrees of distortion or
fragmentation — must serve all of the purposes bide and outside education. The
Deaf child can really only rely on sign languageesiit is fully accessible.

The Deaf child is at a disadvantage in the path tliteracy

Traditional teaching.

Inadequate access to spoken language clearly peas dhildren at a disadvantage
with literacy. Traditional teaching in schools lmsphasised the relationship between
the spoken and the written form which has greatbadlvantaged the Deaf child.
Acknowledging the role of an alternative fully assible language like sign language
can build an important bridge to literacy whichasicial for education, personal
development and subsequent employment:

Clearly, the hearing-impaired child arrives at thgk with a double problem: not only
does he not know the coding principles of the emtisymbols, he does not have
adequate command of the phonemic code and langiaggures into which he must
decode these symbols. Simplifying the languagénefviritten symbols to keep within
his linguistic competence may be useful, but iinsikely to be sufficient. (Bamford &
Saunders, 1991, p. 209)

The Deaf child’s limited access to social interanti

As Garton and Pratt (1998, p. 261) note, “socideraction and metalinguistic
awareness are both essential components in tharigasf literacy.” The Deaf child’s

social interaction is extremely limited becausetlsd fact that it is usually highly

dependent on inaccessible spoken conversation.dvergonly the small proportion

of Deaf children who have Deaf parents have acesgyn language at a very early
age unless the parents are willing to commit théreseto learning and using sign
language as part of their daily living. This linitan is even more extreme in a
country in the middle of the Mediterranean with cdat population of 400,000.

Provided that adequate support and good intergresgrvices are available, the
family can adopt sign language to reduce the Dédfl's exclusion from regular

social interaction and full education.

Alternative route to literacy

Unfortunately, in Malta, most Deaf children — pautarly those whose parents cannot
fully support them academically - can only be hdlpequire a good level of literacy
if they have the services of sign language intégpsein the classroom. The sign
language interpreter can actually exploit the Dxwald’s sign language skills in order
to help the child’s development of literacy. Yes, lknight and Swanwick (1999, p.
177) argue, “Deaf pupils’ developing sign languagis should be recognized as an
area of strength with regard to literacy learning #hat these skills provide the main
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route into literacy development.” This alternatik@ute must be used since Deaf
children cannot otherwise reach the same goalsedefed them to “enhance cognitive
development” (Garton & Pratt, 1998, p. 265).

The path to inclusion is being forged through tlmung interpreting service.
There is a long road ahead. However, there isfhelp various quarters when there is
readiness to adopt sign language as the map. NdPsmz and Dalke (1989, p. 88)
report the results of a 5-year project using aerhttive Microcomputer system that
combines “text, sign language, and animated paitographics, in appropriate
contexts to facilitate communication.” We are ttét this combination within rich
discourse exchanges between teachers and chilellethém to make the connection
between signed and written communication: “Thedrkih were highly motivated to
encode and decode written messages since they seeldhat their own primary
mode of communication (sign language) was represantthe materials presented on
the computer” (Nelson, Prinz & Dalke, 1989, p. 87).

Some Deaf children do find their own way to linkisigning and finger-spelling
to reading and writing. Close observations of the Deaf examination candidates
referred to later in this article pointed to th&eading aloud’ and thinking and
working out problems through ‘quiet’ signing. Netreless, it is only the full access
to examination questions through sign languageghabled them to do this.

The Deaf child’s limited success in literacy so far

Prinz and Strong (1998, p. 252) summarize the praldbr us all: “The acquisition of

literacy continues to be a major obstacle for anadeachievement and vocational
success for deaf individuals throughout the workdul and Quigley (1990, p. 100)
confirm that 18- to 19-year old, severely to profdly Deaf students read no better
than 9- to 10-year-old hearing students of aveedgiy. Hansen and Mounty (1998,

p. 105) show that access to sign language matdoala variety of subject areas
improve not only Deaf children’s ability to readdawrite but also to understand and
learn.

Recognizing the complexity of the skills requirgdhe reader

Perhaps one of the reasons for the Deaf childlsilihato read at an advanced level is
that s/he is often stuck along the bottom-up patladvanced literacy. It must be
remembered that the interpretation of texts ordpidive reading’ “is controlled by
the reader’s personal imagination as well as bya#lgcregularized conventions”
(List, 1990, p. 71). Pedagogy for literacy for dehildren needs to be rethought. List
warns of the danger of “methods which require negdvord-by-word or sentence-by-
sentence, or even more those which set isolatedsmvor sentences beside pictures
which themselves already present what the wordslgnezpeat.”

List considers the role of accessible sign languesgan alternative route:

The deaf must also construct meaning from pringad via the personal language they
use in their everyday lives. This means that smmgliage — or the inner processes
underlying the perception and production of sigmglaage — plays an important role...

It is therefore important to study the inner langi@rocedures which the deaf develop
within the medium of their own language in orderbigin to understand how to use
these procedures as a bridge for reaching the ptioduinteraction between a person

and a text which constitutes real reading and mgit{p. 71)
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The time has come to move Deaf children beyondiiaking at print’ stage of
reading.

Establishing the Deaf child’s reading age

It would be helpful to be able to establish the fDald’s reading age. Bamford and
Saunders (1991) discuss the differences in restitsading tests which indicate that
Deaf children rated with the same reading age asrechildren do not actually read
in the same way. Reflecting the thinking of varicesearchers in the field, they
suggest that:

It is dangerous to assume that a deaf adolescehtavreading age of 9:0 years is
behaving in the same manner as a hearing 9:0 Jebavrith average reading ability. The
deaf adolescent brings to the task quite diffeqmrcepts, experience and cognitive
abilities from those of the 9-year-old hearing dhifaced with reading tests which are
designed for the hearing child and which may bgudistically too difficult, the older
deaf child, in order to proceed with the task, nadppt other strategies which are too
subtle to be picked up by such a global measureading age. (Bamford & Saunders,
1991, p. 206)

Such tests fail to reflect the reading processes by Deaf children and do not
indicate what the Deaf child’s reading problemdlyeare.

Bamford and Saunders (1991) also consider therfiyisdbf various studies that
show that teaching reading to Deaf children isrofised in order to teach language
and the constant stopping does not help the dewelopof strategies to make sense
of the text, to derive meaning from the conneceed. tOften subject learning is itself
jeopardized when every text is used to teach laggirsstead of to concentrate solely
on using it as a medium to develop subject-spelgécning.

Several studies show that Deaf children usuallit laternal speech (Bamford &
Saunders, 1991, pp. 212ff). This results in thawolvement with the low-level
processing of the words and their constituent geap@s at the cost of the high-level
processing that is required to access syntactic ssmdantic information to derive
meaning from text. Even Deaf children who use maéspeech do so less effectively
than hearing children. Their difficulty may well sempounded by lack of the deep
understanding of the pragmatic level of languagst i necessary for decoding
written texts and that develops as a result of laciguage experience.

Language related arrangements in education

The Deaf child’s language

It must be recognised that all children in Malta axpected to become bilingual by

the end of their secondary education (Ministry dtigation, 1999, p. 30). They are, in

fact, expected to be bilingual and biliterate imlearto access secondary education
where most textbooks and resources are in Endlisly a few subjects are taught in

Maltese at secondary school. The Deaf child, tloeeef has a more serious

disadvantage than that of other deaf children icieties where the language of

education is the same as the native language ofitter community.
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Children who access their education through Malt8gm Language

It is clear that children with a hearing-loss cam dgrouped depending on their
language orientation. Deaf children of Deaf paremts recognizable by their native
competence in their home sign language very eariy dife. In Malta, this is Maltese
Sign Language (LSK). The number of children in this group is extreynsmall.
However, there are also Deaf children who learm sapguage either soon after
diagnosis or at a later stage through some eduadtichannel (Deaf peers, sign
language interpreters). This group accesses a femgentage of school-based lessons
and other activities through LSM. Much of what they without the interpreter at
school is usually not so language-reliant or aewvbdf material accessed initially
through LSM or continued with the help of a leaghgupport assistant.

There is no denying that these children are vdifgrént from each other, not
only because the first subgroup — and some oféhersl - is advantaged for having
LSM as a native or near-native language, but ats@lbise each of the children in the
second subgroup differs from the other both in $agnguage competence as well as in
opportunities to use sign language beyond the $&@maronment. Once again, it is a
difference based mainly on parental support.

Sign Language Interpreters have only recently begunterpret regular lessons
through LSM to a small number of Deaf children frgmmary to post-secondary
level. The children do not usually have Deaf paamd their parents may or may not
be competent LSM signers. The interpreters (and Dbaf community) provide
substantial LSM input and make it possible for ¢hédren to progress academically.
A small number of Deaf children who recently contgpdetheir secondary education
assert that it is interpretation into LSM that lgagen them access to subjects like
Mathematics, Physics, and Biology.

Children who access their education mainly throsgbken and written language
Most hearing-impaired children access their edooathrough spoken and written
language. It could perhaps be said that the deigreehich they access education
corresponds to the degree to which they accessl@mlop language. Those children
whose language competence at the beginning of faethecation is good may have
satisfactory access to school subjects especfathey have full parental support and
are able to withstand the long hours of after-stlroaching (Azzopardi, 1983, pp.
598-9). Often, one finds that they miss out onrtizee obvious knowledge that starts
at home but also continues at school outside @fiafiesson time. Some years ago it
came as a shock to note that a Deaf child who lbaé ¢hrough six years of primary
education, where many weeks are spent preparingCfoistmas in the Christian
tradition, simply did not know that Christmas wasoat Jesus who was born in
Bethlehem. That is only one example of how easyfior a Deaf child to miss out on
important information that is an integral part dfetworld s/he lives in. It is
frightening to think how much more the child musive missed that is difficult to
identify but that is assumed later on in the ckildducation and by the community
s/he lives in. This ‘missing out’ can accumulatel axtcelerate and prevent a child
from learning.

! Maltese Sign Language is known internationally aslf®t MSL. LSM is the abbreviation for
‘Lingua tas-Sinjali Maltija’ whereas MSL refers to Mgsian Sign Language.
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The Deaf child’s access to literacy

As already pointed out above, a Deaf child’s fa&lto acquire a first language in any
modality constitutes a great obstacle to the adeunsof literacy which is an essential
tool for the acquisition of most school learningpidrarea, therefore, needs to be given
priority for deaf children. Teachers need to haeéear understanding of the barriers:

the hearing-impaired child arrives at the task wittlouble problem: not only does he
not know the coding principles of the written syrtshdie does not have adequate
command of the phonemic code and language strgciore which he must decode

these symbols. (Bamford & Saunders, 1991, p. 209)

As explained above, sign language is generally ssetne best alternative route
for addressing these lacunae.

Assessment

General considerations — extra time

Since Deaf children’s hearing loss affects languagevariety of ways, there is some
controversy about what can be done to facilitage thssessment without affecting the
nature of the examination (Access: Disability Sup@ommittee, 2007, Section 4.4).
The Deaf candidate’s own development and use ofpla&en and written language
are directly affected. There is also the fact #nagn where s/he can read and write,
processing of language is slow. Extra time is negliby all children with hearing
impairment even if one could argue that some neaechrmore extra time than others.
This arrangement is largely uncontested thoughnt &till be finely tuned in relation
to individual degrees of hearing loss, the fundaiohearing for speech as well as
whether the hearing loss is pre- or post- lingual.

Language beyond the medium?
Arrangements related directly to the actual wordifighe examination questions and
access to them as well as to the answers are nallyuseen as straightforward.

(1) Knowledge of language or knowledge of subject?

Where arrangements for access are requested lhig t@ the actual language of the
guestions and answers for candidates with langaageected disabilities such as
hearing impairment, difficulties arise. The questiovolved is whether it is possible
to distinguish between knowledge of the subjeetfitand language as the medium or
expression of that knowledge. Many heated debates taken place over a number
of years as to how much actual language is involiredrarious non-language
examinations, how separable the language is frematiual subject matter, and how
much the examiner is able to assess informatioonrmey or in spite of - the language
that conveys the candidate’'s answers. Several cieaistics of the written medium
raise particular difficulties.

(2) Spelling

Though spelling is not an assessment objectiveomlanguage examinations, it has
long been established that spelling of technicgah$éemust be correct for the use of the
technical term to be considered correct. Is it idsgor anyone to assess knowledge
of subjects like geography or science or home enic®without considering answers

strewn with spelling errors probably accompaniedraprrect grammar as inferior to
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those which are relatively neutral or with only asmonal errors? It is debatable
whether examiners can completely dissociate thetemriforms that convey the
information from the information itself. Giving tletudent the benefit of the doubt in
the spelling of carrier language is likely to deghdaoth on the kind of spelling errors
(toungvstogonfor tongug and the individual examiner’s level of tolerance.

(3) Mixed language use

One established fact in bilingual Malta is that tdaé features prominently in subject
teaching even where the textbooks are written igliglm by non-Maltese authors (see
Camilleri, 1995). Many young secondary school akiddhave enormous difficulty
keeping to the one language in any technical dgoos Adults do not behave very
differently. Teachers use Maltese and English tfedint degrees in the same lesson
to different classes. Mixing is an accepted teaglstnategy when addressing children
who are Maltese-dominant (see Firman, 2008, p.eg@rding the use of ‘dominant’
in this context) using textbooks written in Englis®ften technical terms and
definitions are kept in English whereas a signiitcamount of carrier language in
classroom explanations and discussions is in Maltes

A good number of examination candidates are ab#éswer questions in English
with no difficulty. Some of these candidates mighgwever, find it difficult to
answer guestions in Maltese in non-language suhjéther candidates would choose
to answer in Maltese if they had the option. Peshame needs to question whether a
number of candidates who do not sit for the exationa in a variety of subjects
might perhaps be encouraged to tackle them witlva ghance of success if they
could use Maltese or a mixture of Maltese and Bhglinstead of restricting
themselves to English.

As things stand, if the student at the end of séapneducation should have
become a competent bilingual as expressed in Pten&i0 of theNational Minimum
Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 1999, p. 30), why is ithonly a few subjects are
assessed through both Maltese and English and thwoegh Maltese alone? One
could conclude that the child with English as a a@mt language (see Firman, 2008,
p. 20) is being considered positively whereas thit avith Maltese as the dominant
language is being deprived of the possibility oingsMaltese in order to express
himself academically. Of course, one could arga¢ thany secondary school leavers
who do not use English competently may be acaddiniw@ak. Nevertheless, there
are school leavers with limited competence in Madtesho are academically weak but
are at least enabled to show what they have ld¢hraugh a language medium to
which they have access, that is, English.

A healthy debate on whether it is acceptable toaxaminations in a choice of
either English or Maltese for all subjects hasaalsestarted. It may take some time to
study the matter in sufficient depth. Allowing these of both languages in
examinations would surely reflect the bilingualdieiag strategy that is now widely
acknowledged. The Joint Council for Qualificatiof2906) recognizes the problem
faced by children in Britain (in a largely monolury examination context) whose
first language is not English, and allows the uSe dilingual dictionary in non-
language examinations and, in some cases, extea tim

The case of the Deaf child is more acute since ls#isenadequate sensory access
to the spoken language and continues to be ata digadvantage notwithstanding
years of education involving spoken and written telsé or/and English.
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(4) The Deaf child’'s access to the language of éxation papers

The modification of examination papers for heanmgaired and Deaf candidates is
intended to simplify the language. Modification maglude the use of Maltese along
with English. Alternative arrangements to paper ifncation for Hearing-Impaired
and Deaf candidates include the assistance of ancmicator both to give them
access to any instructions spoken by the invigi{gjoas well as to facilitate their
access to examination questions. In these instatteeg€ommunicator usually uses a
considerable amount of spoken Maltese along withit@tive signs.

The reason for the modification is, of coursef thdah a significant degree of
hearing-loss from birth or soon after, a child ikely to have full or complete
access to spoken language and may only learn tupidge of his/her family as a
foreign language with a great deal of what amotmtdirect teaching by family and
significant others. Even with substantial inputmeoDeaf children still do not have
what one could call a full first spoken language e other hand, Deaf children
have no problems accessing sign language providgdhave meaningful input. Deaf
children’s access to sign language is now actiealyouraged in education:

In British schools in the past the main approacthéeducation of such (deaf) children
was through speech, relying upon an aural codes djpproach failed to produce good
levels of language and education. More recentlyeti@as been a substantial change of
attitude, and there is now willingness to expldne tombined benefits of oral and
manual forms. (Evans, 1987, p. 181)

This approach that includes sign language is ctlyresed not only in Britain but
across Europe and in the United States which b@astsiversity for Deaf students
where American Sign Language is the regular meditiregular as well as academic
communication.

It is expected that through the medium of sigrgleage Deaf children will be
able to access education and be prepared for teessment of the various
components of the full curriculum that parallels ssessment of hearing children.

(5) Maltese Sign Language as a medium

In view of the 2007 SEC examinations, two Deaf ¢daes who were the first on the
island to have had an LSM Interpreter in the clamsr throughout their secondary
education requested to have an interpreter ingitaccommunicator and to use LSM
for their examinations. This was an unprecederggdest. The first language of both
candidates was LSM.

It was decided to run a pilot study with the cotledtion of the two secondary
schools involved whereby the students would use Lf®Mtheir school ‘mock’
examinations, which are usually held before Eastdhe year when they are sitting
for their SEC examinations. The study was expettethrow some light on the
implications of using LSM as a medium in examinasiovith a view to making
recommendations regarding its further use. An L8Mrpreter would sign the carrier
language of the examination questions, using fesstecshowing the written technical
terms with minimum disruption to the signing flohhe students would answer both
in writing and in LSM which would be voiced overtanEnglish by the LSM
interpreter and written by a second sign languatgpreter acting as scribe.
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The mock examinations assisted by the interpretere filmed using a digital
camera. This was done both to act as a recorcthad be checked should problems
arise as well as to provide data for further staftihe implications.

The results of the study showed that the signinguefstions as well as of answers
did not give the candidates any unfair advantageuektheless, The ADSGlecided
that the signing of answers would only be adopted @ackup to the candidates’
written answers in the SEC examinations at thigestdhe SEC examinations were
also filmed.

(6) Technical and carrier language

One advantage of the introduction of the interpretsng flashcards for technical
terms was that there was no problem with havindggbnguish between technical and
carrier language on the spot. Two interpreters ewrkn the examination paper
immediately before the start of the examinationorder to write all the technical
terms on pre-cut flashcards. Flashcards were negelscause signing may contain a
certain degree of iconicity (Azzopardi-Alexande®08) and so signing the technical
language/terminology could be considered as idengf the concept(s) that the
guestion(s) referred to and should therefore bédado The interpreter could point to
the respective flashcards instead of signing tlolrieal terms. This would not
interrupt the signing flow in any substantial wahis was an advantage over the
workings of a communicator since it is easier torkwavith pre-determined
distinctions between technical and carrier language

(7) Use of Sign Language for questions and for answ

Sign language was used in different proportionthendifferent examinations. When
the candidate felt s/he could not communicate thinoa written answer s/he signed
after writing it down. The candidates expressedined to answer in sign language as
a backup to their written answers only in langudge-answers. It is worth reporting
that the in-school examiners were delighted nobawe to work at interpreting the
answers of the candidates in subjects like Phy&idpgy, and Physical Education
where the candidates’ written language was not cléawever, the use of signing for
answers is currently still a stumbling block. Ferthstudy might result in
recommendations that could be acceptable at saediage. Currently, the signing
of answers remains acceptable only for use aslkupan the case of a candidate who
had written an answer that was difficult to intetpbut seemed to have substantial
elements of the answers. It is not known whethgradrihe signed answers written by
the interpreter-scribe in the 2007 examinationsewased by any of the SEC
examiners.

(8) Sign Language equivalence to spoken language

Since all SEC examinations are written examinati@apart from the short oral and
aural components of language examinations, onedcatgue that allowing sign
language as a medium is equivalent to allowingihgarandidates to be examined in
the spoken medium, that is, through oral rathen twatten examinations. Although
there are similarities, it is fairer to compare tise of sign language to allowing blind
candidates the use of a reader-cum-scribe. It poitant to consider how dependent

2 The ADSC is the ACCESS - Disability Support Comesitthat is responsible for access
arrangements for SEC and MATSEC as well as Univeesigyninations.
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the development of literacy is on the prior acdiasi of the spoken medium. “Many
students who are deaf have problems with readird) vanting because of their
difficulty in acquiring ... the conversational fornspoken and/or signed) of the
language in which they are trying to read or expnga writing.” (Paul, 1998, p. 1).
Thus the use of sign language by the Deaf childtrhasconsidered on a different
plane from the use of spoken language by the hgahitd. In fact sign languages can
also be written (see Azzopardi-Alexander, 2003)wkleer, since the writing system
for sign languages is laborious and not so commaosbd, and since one needs to
know the language represented by the writing systewould be just as difficult for
an examiner to “read” written LSM and more pradtica an interpreter to transcribe
the LSM into written English at the time of the exaation.

(9) Interpreting Hazards

As with any interpreting exercise, there are pdsstdiances obona fideerrors in
sign language interpreting. There are areas ofludasy that carry more risks than
others. It must be remembered that LSM is not #mesas the signed form of spoken
Maltese but a manual language with a different gnamaltogether. No interpreter of
LSM so far has LSM as a first language. It is & theveloping language especially in
the academic fields in which it is being utilizedpaesent (see Azzopardi-Alexander,
2003) as a result of the introduction of educatiamarpreting as recently as 2001.

(10) Sign Language for thinking

Throughout all of the SEC (and mock) examinatidreyeé was evidence that the two
Deaf candidates used LSM to work things out. Thegee many occasions when they
used their hands to sign quietly (using very sroalincomplete signs that could be
considered analogous to mouthing words without evois part of the thinking
process). This may have been done to repeat whantarpreter had signed as the
candidates looked at the written questions, orddkwhings out to plan what to write,
or simply as part of the problem solving procesquimed by the examination
questions. This indicates that signing candidagesirio be accommodated separately
to avoid influencing each other and to avoid cagsindistraction to hearing peers.
More importantly, it shows that the signing Deail¢lcan also develop a language for
thinking. We know that “literate thought is depentdapon the acquisition of a first
language (especially the conversational form) aeady an age as possible” (Paul,
1998, p. 307), whatever the modality.

Conclusion

Close observation of the Deaf candidates during SE@minations led to the
conclusion that the use of sign language by Deaflidates for both questions and
answers gives them full access to the examinatitfse of sign language for
questions comes part of the way to enabling theattess the examinations.

Until it is possible for Deaf candidates to usensignguage for the answers to
examination questions, most of them will be limited the less language-reliant
subjects. The efforts made by Deaf candidatesaim lthe spelling of technical terms
as reported by the interpreter are remarkable. effogts were rewarded by success.
One might be pushed to conclude that the more engadds of a student the higher
the targets reached. Nevertheless, one must remogme fact that the time a Deaf
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candidate needs to study a subject is already rar@®gs more than that required of a
hearing candidate. This in itself is an importamsideration.

One may view the use of Maltese by hearing studastsimilar to the use of
LSM by Deaf students. The request for the use d¥llidy the Deaf student may be
seen as justified only because of the link to thpairment. Deaf students do not have
auditory access to the spoken medium as hearinlgstsi do and so cannot learn the
spoken language naturally and unconsciously.

Apart from being a different language, LSM is auwakmanual language. The
difference referred to above is not so much thais ithe Deaf candidate’s first
language but that it is his/henly fully accessible language. However sophisticated
the technological aids that the Deaf person igditwith, there is still incomplete
access at best. Certainly, Deaf candidates whatbave a cochlear implant, do not
have sufficient access to spoken language andeso dannot learn it in the same
natural, unconscious manner that a hearing chigbddo a greater or lesser extent it
needs to be taught on a one-to-one basis. Eventtieibeaf child’'s competence can
only very rarely be considered comparable to that leearing child.

The Deaf child must acquire sign language as afiigt language within the
critical period for language learning. Fischer (@P@onsiders this to be important
particularly because “deaf children have a righdltonvorlds, and that providing early
exposure to sign language in school and at homepvalvide deaf children greater
access to the best of all possible worlds ...”, ieaboth the Deaf and the hearing
world.

It is necessary to view all this within the pogitiof Deaf candidates in the
Maltese Educational system. It needs to be saiditthregas not until the late eighties
that the first Deaf candidate sat for SEC examimeti At that time sign language did
not feature in the Deaf child’s education at anseleThe level of education reached
by the candidate was considered remarkable in oéwhe limited professional
support available at the time. The Deaf men and evowho followed as examination
candidates in the nineties assert that they cuyreequire sign language to access a
variety of opportunities in adult life, particularstaff meetings, training programmes
and conferences. They consider that they would rdome much better with an
interpreter in the classroom. They remember cletivéy long hours in mainstream
classrooms understanding very little and waitingegbhome for their parents’ help.

Some Deaf students in the nineties were able tesaceome classes in secondary
school with the help of the one teacher of the Delad was a fluent sign language
user. When the sign language interpreting serviae wtroduced in 2001, the use of
sign language in education and assessment becanoeearealistic possibility. Thus
in 2007, after accessing secondary education Wwahhelp of the LSM interpreters, it
was to be expected that the first two candidateseacribed above, would make their
request for the use of LSM in the SEC examinations.

Deaf students in secondary education have beercexheat best, to sit for the
least language-dependent examinations at SEC I|eMedse are usually Art,
Mathematics, Graphical Communication/Technical Drngaand Physics. One of the
2007 Deaf candidates also sat for Biology and FRlaystducation as well as English
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Language. Unfortunately, the targets for achievanmehanguage are still very low
partly because students are not usually expectsd for their SEC examinations in
languages. Spoken and written language is considasea necessary evil which
cannot be bypassed since it is used as a mediunallf@ubjects. There is little
teaching of advanced language skills by mainstre@achers to Deaf students who lag
behind their peers to a considerable extent, amdetiichers of the Deaf who feel they
cannot cope with the demands of language teachitignwthe two or three short
weekly visits at secondary school level. Unless fDsadents are supported
extensively at home, they stand little chance @roeming the language obstacles.

The Deaf students’ curriculum shrinks when theren@&lequate communication
between the student and the teachers involved. rElstsiction must be limiting the
development of literate thought whether it is cdased as determined by the level of
literacy as well as if it is extended to includéeetive and creative thinking.

The development of a high level of literacy alomigh the resulting ability to
develop reflective and creative thinking may seenear-impossibility, an unrealistic
goal for Deaf children. It should, neverthelesstheequest within the education of the
Maltese Deaf. The “development of critical, logieald reflective thinking... should
be the ultimate educational goal for all student® &re deaf, indeed fatl students”
(Paul, 1998, p. 308):

...as many teachers of students who are deaf handexed, how is it possible to teach
or interact on a deep, meaningful level with schadbjects such as science and social
studies if you are working with students who possegither communicative
proficiency nor academic proficiency in the langeiayg instruction or the language of
print? (p. 307)

As Deaf candidates have succeeded in going beyandinimum expectations,
we can, perhaps, begin to see that logical, réfleend creative thinking may well be
accessible to Deaf children through the alternaienue of sign language.

Educational interpreters could replace the preksrning support assistants
on a full-time basis to provide the Deaf child withll access to the National
Minimum Curriculum. This would then encourage mpegents to opt for LSM for
their children to prevent frustration and failueghrer than to adopt sign language as a
consequence of failure.
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