Deafness – It is a Culture, Not a Disability
“I can do anything and everything you can do! I just can’t hear,” Donna Thompson explained to high school students gathered at various classrooms in south central Minnesota.   
The question is a common one, “Is it hard to be deaf?”  
And another teachable moment unfolded via the distance learning American Sign Language (ASL) classes offered by SOCRATES.  These ASL students experienced first hand that day the power, the beauty, and the richness of ASL from a native language user.  More importantly, they shared time with Ms. Thompson, a role model who sees herself not as having a disability, but as having a culture of which she is justifiably proud.  

One of the cornerstones of a well rounded curriculum in ASL instruction has to be cultural awareness.  SOCRATES takes up that challenge and emphasizes that awareness to its students of ASL.

The first step in achieving that goal was to purchase a new curriculum that emphasizes communication with real life interaction.  The students learn not only vocabulary and grammar; they also learn of deaf culture and history woven into each unit of study. Students are able to naturally progress and use their newly acquired skills as well as have an appreciation of a different culture.

The second step was to expose ASL students to native ASL users and cultural events – somewhat challenging in our more rural areas.  Working with Pam Guerrero of Deaf and Hard of Hearing Services Division, South Central Minnesota, and Nancy Steele of SMILE, SOCRATES has been able to coordinate ASL Storytelling.  This monthly event currently is held at Barnes and Nobles in Mankato and offers ASL students of all ages, teachers, deaf, and hard of hearing people a casual, inviting forum to see the richness of ASL. These events have been well attended.  As one student from Montgomery-Lonsdale High School recently said, “You can tell us many times about grammar and culture, but to really see it. WOW! That makes it real!”

Other opportunities have come in the form of guest speakers like Donna Thompson. Her personal story of growing up deaf and raising three hearing children, plus explaining how she uses technology in her everyday life, adds passion to the learning experience.  

The most recent ASL experience unfolded just this week when Bethany Lutheran College in Mankato graciously agreed to host a special interpreted matinee performance of “The Miracle Worker.”  The response to this event was a full auditorium of deaf and hearing students. This was another great opportunity to see ASL in action and potentially giving SOCRATES students the opportunity to use some of the signing skills they have acquired.  An additional benefit was a glimpse into the role of the interpreter – a career in high demand.  
These steps have provided SOCRATES with the foundation for a well rounded course in American Sign Language. This fledgling program will continue to develop and offer opportunities – and in return will result in producing knowledgeable students.  Knowledge of ASL allows students to understand and appreciate a language and its culture different from our own.  
Submitted by Crista Browne-Krosch, SOCRATES ASL Instructor
