
 

   

 

 

Preface 

Jean F. Andrews and Qiuying Wang 

Promoting deaf students’ literacy skills is a highly valued educational objective 
worldwide. In a survey conducted by the World Federation of the Deaf, 93 coun-
tries reported “the quality of education for deaf people is low and the illiteracy 
rate is high” (Haualand & Allen, 2009, p. 6). However, literacy is not an unattain-
able goal for deaf students if the optimal conditions are met, as demonstrated by 
studies on highly literate deaf adults (Mounty, Pucci, & Harmon, 2005). 

A review of literacy research with deaf students over the past forty years has 
indicated that the lion’s share of research has been conducted in English-speaking 
countries (Luckner, Sebald, Cooney, Young III, & Muir, 2005). However, of the es-
timated 34 million deaf children in the world (World Health Organization, 2018), 
about 90% reside outside of the United States. Share (2014) voiced the mounting 
concern in the literacy feld that “. . . much of reading research has been confned 
to a narrow Anglocentric research agenda addressing theoretical and applied is-
sues with only limited relevance for a universal science of reading and literacy.” 
Similar reservations have been noticed in the felds of deaf education (Knoors, 
Brons, & Marschark, 2019). Literacy research and instruction, in particular, have 
been overwhelmingly dominated by work in English. International deaf students 
are learning various sign languages, spoken languages, and different scripts. Im-
proving literacy outcomes for these deaf students requires substantial additional 
research. Excitingly, there is an increasing number of international literacy projects 
in deaf education, though many in the feld are unaware of these initiatives. The 
purpose of this edited volume is not only to discuss literacy projects conducted in 
the United States, but also to widen our lenses by incorporating international proj-
ects to increase global understandings of literacy education in deaf students from 
birth to high school. We asked contributors to report on their projects and to give 
us a window into their own perspective on literacy and deaf students. 

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK 

The book is organized by country/regions and writing systems embedded within 
either Western or Eastern cultures. The writing systems feature alphabetic scripts 
in three regions: South and Central America (Part I), North America (Part II), and 
Europe, Africa, and the Middle East (Part III); and nonalphabetic scripts in two re-
gions: China (Part IV) and East Asia (Part V). By and large, cultures in the West 
tend to be more individualistic, whereas people from the East are more collectivist. 
These concepts are a running thread through many Eastern and Western cultural 
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differences. Culture may shape our expectations of learning: what students can 
and should know and do at various ages. These beliefs infuence literacy teaching 
practices and curriculum choices, which affect students’ skills, motivation, and 
excitement about language and literacy learning (Parlakian & Sanchez, 2006). In 
the case of deaf students, another running thread goes through literacy practices, 
as they may add a sign language and other visual ways of being and experiencing 
the world differently from their hearing peers (Holcomb, 2013). 

AUDIENCE 

Many of our chapters were written by teachers and researchers for whom English 
is not their native language. Taking into account the challenging writing task for 
them, the authors’ unique “voice” or style was retained, so they could express 
their views about literacy instruction for deaf learners. We hope that this edited 
volume will provide a valuable resource for professionals who work with deaf 
students, such as university instructors and researchers, graduate students, early 
childhood educators and schoolteachers, clinical psychologists, school counselors, 
sign language interpreters, social workers, speech and language pathologists, au-
diologists, and administrators. Parents and families may fnd the links between 
sign language and literacy from other cultures to be helpful when making commu-
nication mode choices for their deaf family members. Legal offcials working with 
deaf immigrants caught up in the criminal justice system may fnd the language 
and literacy issues covered in this book informative in their forensic practice. With 
the international movement toward inclusion, many deaf students across the 
globe are taught by general educators (World Federation of the Deaf, 2018), so this 
book may also be useful for them. Global reading networks with literacy projects 
supported by USAID and the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) may fnd this 
book to be a handy resource. 

TERMINOLOGY 

This volume utilizes the term deaf in an all-inclusive manner “. . . with the goal of 
recognizing experiences that are shared by all members of our diverse communi-
ties while also honoring all of our differences” (National Deaf Center on Postsec-
ondary Outcomes, 2018). We use the capital Deaf to indicate Deaf culture or Deaf 
community, as suggested by deaf scholars (Kusters, De Meulder, & O’Brien, 2019). 

How we understand and use the word literacy has implications for deaf stu-
dents and their understanding of literacy practices. We recognize that along with 
print-based traditional literacies are technology-mediated and interactive liter-
acies, which some authors call multiple or the new literacies arising from new 
technologies, including things like text messaging, blogging, social networking, 
podcasting, and video making. For deaf readers, literacy can also include the 
“viewing” of sign language videos that are presented in bilingual e-texts. English 
literacy development has been infuenced by the Deaf perspective. This viewpoint 
involves the use of the special literacy practices of Native Deaf adults. Using these 
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unique strategies, deaf students can use a sign language of the Deaf community 
to learn the written (and sometimes spoken) language of their majority culture 
(Holcomb, 2013). 

Another term, the deaf bilingual learner, refers to students who use sign lan-
guage to communicate, support their learning of written language, and function 
academically and socially (Piñar, Dussias, & Morford, 2011). 

OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK 

Exactly, what content do we feature in this book? In Parts I, II, and III, we have 
11 chapters that focus on the use of Roman and Arabic alphabetic scripts in three 
geographic regions: (a) South and Central America, (b) North America, and (c) 
Europe, Africa, and the Middle East. Parts IV and V consist of eight chapters that 
focus on the use of nonalphabetic scripts in mainland China and East Asia, includ-
ing Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan, and South Korea. 

Chapter 1 describes an innovative reading comprehension intervention 
program—TECLAS (a reading strategies workshop for deaf students) in Chile. 
This program was designed for high school students to teach metacognitive strat-
egies using expository texts. Over an 8-week time frame, the teachers used games 
and the deaf students’ dominant language, Chilean Sign Language (LSCh), to teach 
them to read in Spanish. Positive outcomes were reported compared to a control 
group. Moving north up the South American coast to Colombia, in Chapter 2, the 
history of communication methods is traced from oral policies in the early 1920s 
to current bilingual policies using Lengua de Señas Colombiana (LSC) and Spanish. 
Innovative bilingual projects in early childhood (birth to 5 years) and elementary 
school (1st to 5th grade) are described. The challenges, such as poverty, school at-
tendance, lack of governmental research support, and lack of teacher professional 
development, are acknowledged as impacting student literacy achievement. 

Proceeding east to the largest country in South America, Brazil, Chapter 3 pro-
vides an overview of language and literacy teaching for deaf students using Lingua 
Brasileira de Sinais (Libras) and Portuguese. With the Brazilian government’s sup-
port of inclusion, its acceptance of Libras, and preliminary positive outcomes of 
bilingual interventions, the researchers recommend the (re)thinking of the organi-
zation of the deaf education curriculum. 

Heading north across the Caribbean Sea to Central America and the country 
of Mexico, Chapter 4’s authors challenge the traditional defnition of literacy. 
The authors enlarge its defnition to accurately refect the experiences of deaf 
individuals who use Mexican Sign Language (LSM) and written Spanish to nav-
igate culturally and linguistically diverse spaces. The authors suggest that the 
literacy framework be broadened to encompass notions of understanding and 
communication, and include those individuals who make such communication 
possible. 

Two chapters cover the United States. Chapter 5 investigates the relationship 
between Rapid Automatized Naming (RAN) and reading in a sample of deaf ad-
olescents who use American Sign Language (ASL). Signifcant correlations were 
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found between RAN colors and word decoding; RAN colors and reading compre-
hension; and reading fuency and RAN colors, numbers, and letters. The fndings 
of this study have implications for vocabulary and comprehension research, as-
sessment, and identifcation of reading diffculties. 

Also covering the United States, Chapter 6 presents a theoretical argument to 
support why language accessibility is a key factor in facilitating American deaf 
children’s literacy development with cognitive and socioemotional benefts. Also 
discussed is the role of media and technology as a means to provide access to sign 
language. In keeping with the overall theme of this edited volume, the authors 
recommend the better utilization of local and international resources around the 
world to increase access to visual language and research-based teaching practices. 

Moving farther into North America to Canada, Chapter 7 examines a series 
of three studies that investigated the validity of the Comprehension of Written 
Grammar Test (CWGT) for deaf students. Overall results indicated that deaf multi-
lingual learners and/or deaf learners with disabilities had diffculty comprehend-
ing six grammatical structures. Recommendations are provided for interventions 
that target these grammatical English structures to improve reading comprehen-
sion with diverse populations of deaf and hard of hearing learners. 

Moving across the Atlantic to Europe, Africa, and the Middle East, this next 
section provides descriptions of models and literacy practices in Sweden, Kenya, 
Saudi Arabia, and Greece. In Chapter 8, researchers from Sweden propose a cog-
nitive model of reading development for deaf learners called the Developmental 
Ease of Language Understanding (D-ELU) model. The D-ELU model considers 
both spoken and signed language as complementary, where the reader recon-
structs the intended meaning of the text, based on successful identifcation of 
forms (i.e., words and sentences) that can be assigned meaning when adequate 
prior knowledge has been established. Heading down to the south of Europe 
to Greece, researchers in Chapter 9 present the recent developments of the deaf 
educational system in Greece in relation to curricula and teaching approaches 
to literacy learning. Overviews are provided of studies that examined the de-
velopment of literacy skills and the achievement of deaf students in reading 
and writing Greek. Issues and shortcomings related to existing research as well 
as techniques to effectively assess and teach deaf students are analyzed. Areas 
for future research, including crosslinguistic studies on literacy learning, are 
recommended. 

Leaving southern Europe and heading to the eastern African country of Kenya, 
in Chapter 10, the researcher documents the critical issues in language and lit-
eracy planning in deaf education. Within this multilingual society, with 68 spo-
ken languages and Kenyan Sign Language (KSL), decisions on language usage 
in schools have had a signifcant impact on the teaching of literacy. A discussion 
of research-based practices is presented to improve literacy among Kenyan deaf 
students who are considered bimodal and multilingual. 

Heading north across the Red Sea and into the Middle Eastern country of 
Saudi Arabia, researchers in Chapter 11 report on the contextual issues and con-
siderations in the teaching of language and literacy to deaf students from the 
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practitioner perspective. Challenges in teaching deaf students who use a variety 
of modes, such as spoken Arabic, Saudi Sign Language, and the standard Arabic 
written script are described. Based on a national teacher survey and existing liter-
ature, the researchers suggest future directions for policymaking, teacher training, 
and professional development in literacy education for deaf Saudi students. 

In Parts IV and V, literacy practices from countries that utilize nonalphabetic 
scripts are featured. The frst three chapters focus on the Chinese language. 

Chapter 12 focuses on the development of Chinese (Mandarin) literacy skills 
for deaf individuals with limited or no adequate access to spoken Chinese. The au-
thors discuss the possible roles that instructional tools, such as the Chinese Man-
ual Alphabet and the Chinese Finger Syllabary, could play in the acquisition of 
Chinese literacy skills. Further research on these tools in addition to incorporating 
fndings from research on typical Chinese literacy learners are recommended. In 
Chapter 13, the researcher uses the qualitative approach as an inquiry into child-
hood literacy practices experienced by eight native Chinese deaf adults living in 
the United States. Using a grounded theory-based approach, individual profles 
are created and crossanalyzed, extracting three prevalent themes: deafness as dis-
ability, deafness as challenge turned into opportunity, and leveraging visual strat-
egies for learning and reading acquisition. Implications for language and literacy 
development within a bilingual context are addressed for young Chinese deaf stu-
dents. Chapter 14 introduces two experiments using eye-tracking technology to 
reveal lexical activation during parafoveal processing of words among Chinese 
deaf readers. Results from both experiments jointly suggested that readers’ lexical 
processing can be fexibly adjusted across individuals using information available 
in their linguistic environment. 

Leaving mainland China, heading east across the South China and Yellow Seas, 
the fnal fve chapters cover literacy practices in Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan, and 
South Korea. These countries allow us to examine a variety of scripts, such as the 
classical Chinese script (in Taiwan and Hong Kong), the Korean Hangul script, 
and the three different Japanese scripts. 

Chapter 15 consists of two intervention studies conducted in Taiwan that in-
volved Deaf teachers who were fuent in Taiwanese Sign Language (TSL) and writ-
ten Chinese. One study focused on how kindergarteners utilized TSL, drawings, 
and photographs to develop Chinese writing skills. The second study examined 
the word recognition skills of 4th-grade deaf students who were exposed to an in-
tervention that included TSL handshape stories. Recommendations are provided 
for early childhood educators, teachers, and parents to increase Chinese literacy 
learning using visual tools. Chapter 16 describes the demographic variables that 
impact the literacy learning of deaf Taiwanese students, reviews deaf students’ 
reading achievement in comparison with hearing peers using standardized tests, 
and reports on reading intervention studies and classroom action research proj-
ects. Future research directions are recommended. 

Crossing the Formosa Strait into Hong Kong, Chapter 17 compares the recep-
tive and expressive vocabulary knowledge of Hong Kong Chinese deaf children 
with their hearing peers. Data were drawn from children enrolled in the K3 to P3 
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Sign Bilingualism and Co-Enrollment Program (SLCO) in Hong Kong, as well as 
hearing students from regular mainstream schools. Both deaf and hearing children 
showed a signifcant improvement in vocabulary acquisition. Deaf children exhib-
ited a slightly slower rate of expressive vocabulary growth when compared with 
hearing peers, and their productive vocabulary was found to be highly correlated 
with their reading scores. 

Heading north to the islands of Japan, Chapter 18 examines literacy develop-
ment in deaf education from three areas: (a) history from 1840s to the present, (b) 
the current situation and challenges, and (c) future perspectives. Future paths uti-
lizing bilingual and bimodal language-learning approaches are suggested. 

Heading west from Japan across the Korea Strait, Chapter 19 provides per-
spectives on current deaf education in South Korea. With approximately 63 per-
cent of deaf students in South Korea using a cochlear implant (CI), and 76 percent 
of deaf students being mainstreamed or taught in inclusive classrooms, schools 
for the deaf continue to have declining numbers of deaf students. In addition 
to auditory oral-focused practices in deaf education, policies, and curriculum, 
bilingual approaches using KSL and written Korean have recently been devel-
oped and are expected to positively impact the educational practices in schools. 
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