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Abstract


Bergen Community College’s Center for Collegiate Deaf Education located in Paramus, NJ, serves fifty deaf and hard of hearing students who attend courses with their hearing peers. Many of these students have a difficult time expressing themselves in written English. These students are sent to The Tutoring Center with an interpreter for remediation without any substantial improvement. Typically their papers are simply corrected for them, or they are prompted to answer questions and these responses are translated into the correct English structure by the interpreter and written down by the tutor. The end result is that the student is frustrated and has not learned anything from their time at the tutoring session and will likely make the same type of grammatical errors in the next writing assignment. This situation needs to be changed by educating the students, interpreters and tutors about basics in American Sign Language, use of a signed English system in a limited context, and the power of holding the pen. 
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Ownership Comes With Holding the Pen

Best Practices for Tutoring Deaf Students in English


At Bergen Community College in Paramus, NJ, there are approximately fifty deaf and hard of hearing students attending courses with their hearing peers.  These students are pursuing associate degrees in various areas and many hope to transfer to four-year schools.  They go to class accompanied by an interpreter and have various accommodations provided for them by the Center for Collegiate Deaf Education/Office of Specialized Services.  These accommodations include, but are not limited to, extended time for tests, note takers, use of a specialized computer lab, priority registration, use of The Tutoring Center, etc.  Aside from these services, the students are treated very much the same by their professors as their hearing peers.  


Most recently, it has been observed that a good number of the students are coming from foreign countries and have little, if any, background in the use of English. Their use of American Sign Language is weak and their understanding of the parallel structures is almost non-existent. When deaf and hard of hearing students turn in assignments in which they are asked to express themselves in grammatically correct English, the results are often disastrous.  Students tend to rely on the structure of their mode of communication, either American Sign Language (ASL), or a sign system that they have combined together that doesn’t adhere to all of the rules of ASL.  Papers written make little sense to professors and students are quickly referred to The Tutoring Center for additional help.


“Deaf Writing” can be very confusing for a person who has never worked with this population. Professors do not know where to begin.  For example, when writing about how a dog ran, a student wrote:  

Dog he fast fast fast
Their target sentence was really:

The dog runs very, very fast.
When many of these sentences are connected, it is hard to understand the intentions of the student and then the student is sent for extra help.


The student now needs to set up an appointment at The Tutoring Center and make a request for additional interpreting services.  The student may also be frustrated and embarrassed because they may have been experiencing grammatical difficulties for many years without any improvement.  The student heads into the appointment already feeling like a failure.


During the tutoring session, there are many problems that go unnoticed. The tutor sits down with the student and interpreter and will often address the interpreter instead of the student. The interpreter will ask the tutor to look at the student instead and inform the tutor that they will sign everything the tutor says and will also interpret the student’s expressive language by voicing everything that the student signs. The tutor takes the student’s paper and begins to read and, very much like the professor, is unable to make sense of a large part of the writing.  The conversation will typically go as follows:

Tutor reads:  Alandra feel sad always mother never see.

Tutor asks:  What do you really mean here?

Interpreter signs the question to student in ASL, or the signed system that the student is most comfortable with.

Student signs in ASL: Alandra-herself-sad sad sad why?  Mother not look her.

Interpreter voices:  Alandra feels very sad that her mother never seems to notice her.

The tutor then says that “Yes, that sounds right” and copies the new sentence on to the paper unaware that the student has not signed the English translation voiced by the interpreter. The tutor is convinced that the student has learned the appropriate English and moves on to the next sentence and will continue to work through the essay one sentence at a time. The interpreter is bound ethically not to interfere.  This type of work frustrates all parties involved. 


The end results for the student, tutor, and interpreter are not very positive. The student now has corrected grammar and will turn in work that is not his/her own.  The student has not learned anything and will most likely repeat the same errors in the next situation. The student is also feeling like a failure because he/she knows he/she has not learned anything and any grade that is earned is not really something worked for.  For the tutor, he/she has spent a great deal of line-by-line work with the student’s essay.  This can be very tedious and time consuming. The tutor is unaware that the student isn’t learning anything. They will also see the same student repeating the same errors in the next tutoring session. Finally, the interpreter understands the communication, but is not allowed to interfere and voices his/her frustration later to their supervisor.


The main goal of our new model for tutoring deaf students in English is to improve communication, to educate the students, tutors, and interpreters about the differences between English and ASL and to increase the power students feel during their tutoring sessions.  There will be orientation meetings for students, interpreters and tutors to help ease into this new model as well as increased responsibilities for students.

First and foremost is communication.  Tutors must face the student and speak directly to the student and not look at the interpreter as the student. The student should be referred to in the first person and not the third such as: tell him or her to do this or that. The student needs to address the tutor directly to ask questions. 


When the student is communicating about concepts or ideas, they should sign in the language that they feel most comfortable with (ASL, etc.).  When they are working on grammatical structures, they will be instructed to sign in an English signed system to convey their thoughts and the interpreter will voice exactly what the student is signing.  It is important to know that this is a very unique situation and the student will only be asked to sign in an English word order to the best of their ability in this context only.  The tutor will be able to hear and understand via the interpreter what the student believes the appropriate English to be and the real work can begin.


For the tutor and the student, it is important to know that there are significant differences between English and American Sign Language as exemplified in the following table:

	English
	American Sign Language

	Aural/Oral
	Visual/Gestural

	Written Component
	No written component – only use of “glossing.”

	Has rules of grammar
	Has rules of grammar.

	Subject-Verb-Object order
	Time frame-Subject-Object-Verb

	No classifiers
	Strong use of classifiers.

	Plural = add “s”
	Plural = repeat sign or add number sign

	Use of pronouns
	Pronouns indicated by use of location.


The tutor and student will now be able to discuss some of these differences between their languages and make better sense of the student’s original text. 


Now that the student and tutor have established clear communication and a basic understanding of each other’s languages, they need to negotiate who controls the session.  In the past, sessions have been tutor-directed, but in this new model, students will assume new responsibilities that will increase their sense of control and power. 


The students need to come to the tutoring session prepared with the following items:  a clear understanding and copy of their assignment, pens, pencils and highlighters, extra paper, and the assignment on diskette.  The student will be responsible of writing on their own paper or if they are working on a computer, controlling their own keyboard. 


To help teach a specific feature, the tutor will teach the feature using examples other than the student’s writing on additional scrap paper.  The tutor will also ask the student to hold his/her own pen and to make his/her own changes on the work. The student will also be responsible to make several appointments for one assignment.  This means that the student must get to work on their writing assignments right away.


The final piece of this project is the evaluation process.  To date, we have informally evaluated students, tutors, and interpreters, but we plan to set in place evaluations that all parties must complete three times a semester.  They will complete one after the orientation session, midway through and at the end of the semester.  Through these evaluations we will make changes to increase the productivity level and decrease the frustration level of deaf students in English.  Additionally, statistical information will be collected through the English Department and professors will be interviewed for anecdotal information.  Students who participate in this project will be tracked and their grades will be recorded to see if there are any signs of improvement.  


This is a very new project and is in its infancy.  At this point we have identified a very real and serious problem and are in the beginning stages of collecting data.  We are certain, however, Deaf students are not learning very effectively or efficiently and a new model for learning is necessary.  It is only in this way that we can hope to have more students become fluent in English and move on to graduate from two and four-year schools.



Faculty, tutors, students and interpreters will be given the following brochure during orientation sessions to help clarify goals and responsibilities.
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