THE SILENT SUFFOCATION
- BEING DEAF IN SOUTH AFRICA
THE NEED FOR RECOGNITION OF SIGN LANGUAGE
A submission to the Portfolio Committee on Arts and Culture, proposing the official recognition of Sign Language in South Africa  
· SA Languages Bill [B23-2011] 
RECOGNITION OF SA SIGN LANGUAGE
Introduction

Some 105 years ago, Winston Churchill said: “The recognition of their language is precious to a small people”. To paraphrase, Sign Language is indeed precious to the Deaf in South Africa, yet to this day it is still officially being denied them. Also, the Deaf in South Africa are anything but a small band or a mere handful of citizens. 
Demographically, out of a total population of approximately 50 million people in South Africa it is estimated that at least some four million plus persons are hearing impaired, of whom 1.6 million are markedly hard-of-hearing or profoundly Deaf - Sign Language being seen not only as their mother tongue or first language, but also the primary language portal through which they converse with the rest of the world. In considering that many other hearing impaired persons also employ Sign Language to augment their communication, it would be fair to assume that at least 2 million persons in South Africa use Sign Language daily in one form or another. 
This figure is substantially more than the total numbers of people in South Africa individually speaking for example isiNdebele (711 825), Tshivenda (1 021 761), siSwati (1 194 433) and even Xitsonga (1 992 201), yet paradoxically these languages are officially recognised but Sign Language is to this day still being denied the Deaf in South Africa. In equitable democratic terms alone, Sign Language should unquestionably be statutorily recognised in South Africa also as a separate official language.

However, the need to urgently officially recognise and formally institute Sign Language in South Africa goes well beyond academic constitutional considerations only. To enable the reader to fittingly grasp the current travesty of human rights injustice that is being visited upon the Deaf in South Africa, it is considered appropriate to not dwell only on the stereotypical socio-political and –cultural causative determinants impeding to date the investiture of Sign Language in South Africa, but to address as well in this document the concomitant invidious socio- societal, educational and economic consequences to the Deaf brought about by them not having an own lawfully compellable language, Sign Language, largely due to arrant bureaucratic short​comings.

In practical, real life-existence terms the devastating retrogressive societal effect of non recognition of Sign Language as official language for the Deaf in South Africa is manifested in an ensuing invasive and virtually inhumane disregard by the privileged hearing or so-called ‘normal’ administration stratum towards the (equally entitled) right by the Deaf also to a just and egalitarian dispensation.
To the extent that deafness already impacts adversely on the daily lives of the Deaf through loss of free communication interaction, and further not in daily practice being at liberty (read: entitled) to also exercise an inalienable statutory right to an own language as any other normal-hearing citizen can, the Deaf inexorably find themselves haplessly rendered unto an unsympa​thetic governmental system in which they are callously being increasingly deprived of fair accessibility to appropriate basic education, training and employment opportunities.

Human Rights

The continued denial of Sign Language as an official language is in direct variance with the 1996 South African Constitution – heralded worldwide as a major human rights advancing measure, which states categorically that in pursuit of achieve​ment of equality in human rights all citizens are equal before the law; all have the right to a basic education, including adult education, and to further education – as well as to use the language and to participate in the cultural life of their choice; which measures and means the State must make progressively available and accessible. 
So does the 2006 United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities - of which South Africa is a committed States Party - affirm the funda​mental rights of people with disabilities (inclusive of the Deaf) without discrimination, pledging that measures be taken progressively to ensure de facto their entitlement to also achieve full realization of economic, social and cultural - and implicitly, language, rights. States Parties are duly bound to provide the necessary accommo​dations to achieve this.

In any form or effect, none of none of these laudable tenets have been fulfilled for the Deaf in South Africa, nor would it seem without a concerted advocacy endeavour will anything be done to bring them about - the body politic together with private and public sectors at large, inclusive of the many responsible bureaucratic bodies, continuing to remain apathetic to and procrastinate on their constitutional, statutory and societal obligations towards the Deaf community in South Africa. The oft repeated inspiring public declarations on ‘disability commit​ment’ – invariably devoid of firm legislative responsibility prescriptions and compliancy specifics in relation to the disabled - are in reality meaningless, and through the overuse of the one-size-fits-all generic ‘disabled’ notion, only further fuel confusion and complication. 
(This practice also creates for the ever-present responsibility evader - the public sector included, a convenient loophole-excuse to claim broad disability compliancy through nominally appointing a token ‘disabled’ or two and thus expediently evade having to pertinently and practically address or fulfil any special needs accommodation require​ment in respect of particular disability groupings).
There is undoubtedly a lack of appropriate public recognition, understanding and acceptance, and every day thus the Deaf - the majority of whom are from vulnerable lower-income, less privileged and disadvantaged groupings, increasing fall victim to a non-sympathetic public spectre. 
Even in this modern day and age, in South Africa Deaf people are too often still seen by the deplorably uninformed privileged hearing class - as well as frequently within cultural context - as being deviant from societal norms and frequently rejected and oft cast out from society, with the inevitable tragic outcome of isolation, rejection and damaged self-esteem, and an ensuing loss to the economy. 
Clearly, tangible political steps need to be urgently taken to materially prepare, empower and assist the Deaf also in individually and equally being able to overcome current social inequities and be able to achieve progressively the full realization of their human rights and to meet the challenges of life squarely, in no less measure than that provided for the hearing sectors of society. 
Yet, to date, no concrete official intervention has ever been launched to specifically address the socially untenable and economically precarious plight of the Deaf. In fact, despite all the inspirational rhetoric on egalitarianism so eloquently declared in our founding visions, the education, training, welfare and employment prospects of the Deaf are materially deteriorating. The Deaf have in practice simply been expediently disregarded and forgotten. 
Official recognition of Sign Language however would go a long way in both fostering acknowledgement of the very existence of the Deaf and also in enabling compliancy imposition in respect of provision of special needs accommodations, such as Sign Language.
Policy Transformation

A wide range of policy and legislation initiatives in South Africa also address the need for the removal of barriers to the development of skills and opportunities among disabled, disadvantaged and/or atypical potential persons (including the Deaf) as well as appositely promoting their advancement - such as embodied for example in the South African Schools Act,  read in conjunction with Education White Paper 6 and the Revised National Curriculum Statement; the Integrated National Disability Strategy; the National Skills Fund, in line with the National Skills Development Strategy (NSDS) and via the SETA’s; the Joint Initiative for Priority Skills Acquisition (Jipsa), focusing on the furtherance of artisan and technical skills as support for infrastructure; and the Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP), aimed at creating work opportunities by increasing the labour intensity of government-funded infra​structure projects.
A manifest underlying shortcoming in South African legislation however is that it commonly does not enunciate explicitly what is ‘disabled’, what should be done for the so-called disabled or what accommodations should be provided for them, nor does it make a distinction between the various categories of ‘persons with disabilities’ or distinguish between the individual, and often unique and separate, ‘special needs’ requirements that persons from each category may require in education, skills training and ultimately, the workplace. 
Nor does legislation prescribe any means or measures that (shall/must) apply in respect of apposite compliancy and/or accountability for provision for persons with disabilities – such as Sign Language for the Deaf.

In illustration, although the NSDS states that “Learners with disabilities be provided with reasonable accommodations such as assistive devices and access to learning and training material to enable them to have access and participate in skills development”, it does not enumerate what support, how and for whom it must be given - neither the Deaf nor their unique needs (such as Sign Language, or interpretation) being mentioned or provided for in any NSDS policy decree. 

The Nationals Skills Fund stipulates that its funds may only be used for projects identified in the NSDS – none of which (including the funding windows of and projects by the NSF) providing specifically for support of the disabled. The NSF, through SETA’s does in some cases aim to provide training centres for inter alia disadvantaged potential employees, with an eventual target of four percent (4%) – but does not say what, how, for whom and when such support should be given. The Deaf are not mentioned in the 4% target. 
(The SETA’s provide only for a standard partnership for work opportunity between training institution, employer and learner already indentured to an employer, prior to being able to enjoy benefit from the system – which approach does not cater for the Deaf in terms of the full learning process so dearly needed, nor for their unique training needs or any special needs training support – such as in Sign Language.) 
Jipsa also does not specifically state what could and should be done to help the Deaf in its acceleration endeavour, nor does EPWP pertinently enumerate what should be done with respect to the Deaf in its work creation programme. 

All these programmes, as national endeavours, studiously avoid any reference to the Deaf in general and an (obligated) accommodation of Sign Language particularly.
Education and Training
It is in the field of education that the absence of an own language, Sign Language, reeks the greatest, most pernicious and irrevocable life-long havoc for the Deaf. In spite of a natural progression in Deaf education worldwide, in South Africa the general mainstream education policy has overall tenaciously remained one of orally based inclusive education for also the Deaf in public schools*. This hearing person-conceived hypothesis propagates the summary inte​gration of all learners – implausibly, even those with special needs such as the Deaf - into standard orally based schooling. 
A major (Deaf) limitation in providing an inclusive instructional package in a oral mainstream scenario is however that the ordinary (that is, ‘hearing’) educator required to render the specialist education service also to the Deaf, is customarily standard trained and invariably not appropriately ‘special needs’ prepared or equipped to communicate fully with a Deaf learner who essentially signs say, and is therefore not capable of comprehending how in real life such a Deaf person actually would learn and acquire required skills. 
In addition to a generally contextually inappropriate and inadequate learning process thus for the Deaf, no dedicated provision is made for fitting pedagogic or learning aids/media or even supplementary proficient classroom support Further, the departmental focus on speech therapy in the main to encourage, or compel, Deaf learners to speak ‘normally’ also is simply not addressing the unique challenges they face. The resultant experience of a Deaf learner is thus that such an inclusive education approach (in the large collective classroom situation particularly, where the average educator generally does not have sufficient classroom time available to devote to the highly individualised and time-consuming learning of Deaf learners) in reality results far more in isolation than in inclusion. 
The upshot is that the Deaf learner is in effect prevented from acquiring the know​ledge, skills and competencies needed to eventually participate equitably in society and to compete fairly in a competitive work environment. (This manifestation is also borne out by empirical longitudinal studies conducted in the USA, which indicate that within the ‘Inclusive System’ both Sign Language and spoken/written language abilities were drastically diminished, leading to a loss of Deaf identity and culture - in turn fuelling the pervasion of negative public perceptions.)
For those Deaf learners accommodated outside the traditional mainstream education system in dedicated so-called ELSEN (Early Learning Special Educational Needs) Schools for the Deaf and Hearing Impaired, there are merely forty-seven odd such institutions scattered across the country in urban areas in totality. Seen against the estimated population of some 2 million persons in South Africa using Sign Language, this in itself is unparalleled non-education. 
Provincially run, most of these schools - at which the predominant approach is still one of rehabilitation rather than habilitation - in any event pursue undirected and even inapt education methods, oral tuition and, sadly, a form of inclusive education to a large extent. (Regrettably, these schools are not centrally rigorously, uniformly aligned and co-ordinated.) In practice, Sign Language, the ostensible main driving medium of the education of the Deaf at such schools, is not effectively employed - with only some 14% of the educators it is understood, being fluent in Sign Language, and only but a mere few of these ‘special’ schools providing tuition to Grade 12.
In broad comparative terms, for a hearing population of some 46 million persons there are approximately 35,200 registered education institutions, with some 26,000 thereof being public schools - which simplistically can be equated to a ratio of a public school in one form or another for every 1,770 persons of the population. Measured against 47 supposedly dedicated ELSEN schools for 4 million Deaf persons, the ratio for Deaf is an astronomical 1:85,100!  Whilst the accuracy of such an over-simplified comparison may be statistically arguable, it serves to underscore the enormity of the educational imbalance of education for the Deaf in South Africa. 
The fact is that the overwhelming majority of Deaf leavers in South Africa are non matriculated, are between 19–22 years of age and with functional literacy and numeracy rates estimated to be as low as 25% - most being unable to even read basic written language. (This is accentuated further when considering that every single student admitted from across the country to the FET College for Occupational Training at the National Institute for the Deaf, first had to be exposed to intense post school supplementary 3R’s instruction and further inculcation of sorely lacking foundation fundamentals in order to be able to participate successfully in any further training.) 
Of those that do reach Grade 12 level, most do not qualify for eventual matriculation exemption in that they do not have a ‘second official language subject qualification’ (in the case of those that Sign, probably a third language) in that they are generally assessed in accordance with ‘hearing based’ criteria in which Sign Language is not recognised and rejected by Umalusi, only issuing a Senior Certificate to such successful learners - a serious impediment in the acquisition of tertiary qualifications. No measurement instruments or even a SATS-type reasoning test – in Sign Language, are employed locally to determine either the IQ, EQ and aptitude of or skills acquired by Deaf learners, often resulting in false and misplaced assumptions and conclusions regarding the inherent potential of Deaf scholars.
Tertiary education of the Deaf also remains a major problem. The 100 plus State-supported tertiary institutions are all aimed exclusively at the education of the hearing community only, which would include the Blind and the physically disabled – but not the Deaf. There is not one single State-supported tertiary institution in the whole country for the Deaf – at which tuition in Sign Language could be provided. 
(The only college for the Deaf in Africa, is the privately funded FET College for Occupational Skills Training at the National Institute for the Deaf in Worcester.) 
Recent surveys indicate that in the 130-odd years of Deaf Education in South Africa, only some 30-40 Deaf university graduates have ever been produced, mostly due to their exceptional drive and selfless assistance of friends and family, and, on occasion, with the help of a self employed Sign Interpreter - interpreting services are provided free of charge in many countries across the world, yet remain an elusive dream in South Africa. 
To date, only two universities have a post graduate course in Deaf education - for hearing educators. At some tertiary institutions, Deaf education is a sub-subject in the Special Education course. Lacking educational career opportunity, there is but a mere handful of fully trained interpreters in South Africa, the majority having qualified overseas. (The Free State and Witwaters​rand universities recently commenced with presenting Sign Language as a B.A. 3rd-year language subject only.) 
For the Deaf learner in South Africa life currently remains a preordained destiny of poor basic education, no appropriate skills training and discriminatory employment practice. For them there is no dedicated appropriate learning and lifelong adult education programme, inclusive of universal proficient disability-tuition and -instruction adaptation; no appropriate life-skills, vocational and occupational preparedness and fitting training; no structured relevant special-needs supporting (and enforcing) mechanisms; and no requisite provisions for smooth and equitable assimilation into the mainstream of the economy – again, largely due to the absence of a mandatory official language, Sign language, for the Deaf in South Africa. 
In summation, it can truly be said that the Deaf adult in South Africa - and his consequent immediate environment, is the direct product (or rather, victim) of the current remiss Deaf education system. 

However, vested with a inviolate right to an own, statutorily enforceable language for the Deaf (i.e. Sign Language) most of the above shortcomings and deficiencies can over time be critically and analytically addressed and appositely rectified through the systematic obligatory institution of means, measures and language appropriate to and for Deaf learning, education and training.
Economic Plight
The greatest effect of the isolation of the Deaf in South Africa eventually lies in the field of employment. Candidly put, the outcome of the apparently equally inappropriate and inadequate educational preparedness – both vocational and occupational -  that the Deaf in South Africa are subjected to throughout culminates eventually in their incapability of finding adequate and fair employ​ment … as they have not been suitably equipped to be of any real professional use! 
It is estimated that some 93%+ of the adult Deaf population are currently unemployed – three times that of the general unemployment rate, with only 16% being economically independent. The result is that the very existence of the majority of Deaf person in South Africa is in destructive jeopardy, and the livelihood of a great number of families, present and future, is affected calamitously. Of those Deaf persons who have actually found employment, most have had to accept in desperation whatever inferior or menial vacancy offered them without even in the slightest being able to exercise freedom of vocational choice or to aspire to elevated employment as can any other normal-hearing person. (A number of the very few Deaf persons that have actually succeeded against all the odds in finding acceptable employment have had to first leave the country to achieve qualifications elsewhere.) 

Conclusion

The above is a personal endeavour to briefly sketch the virtually inescapable tragedy that towers over the Deaf person in South Africa every single day of his whole life. Yet we, the privileged hearing, continue to blithely allow the churning out day after day, generation upon generation of ill-prepared young Deaf persons who are destined to suffer an endless struggle in a continuous real-life nightmare to eke out a mere existence! 

Are we doing right by the Deaf in South Africa?  In the truest sense of societal responsibility, surely that currently being done to - and not for, the disabled and atypical counterparts (such as the Deaf, as an extensive special needs constituency) can only be construed as one of the greater human rights injustices perpetrated in South Africa? … yet, it is being allowed to be done, quietly, unseen, and devastatingly. Are we therefore not complicit, one and all, in this atrocious civic denial of the democratic rights of the Deaf – and to the right to an own Sign Language also? 
Viewed against the growth of the South African population, Deaf demography is also growing – and with it a greater demand for special Deaf language needs, educational, life-preparedness, care and employment provision.
However, in the absence of Deaf special needs (including Sign Language) compliancy enforcement, over the past 30-40 years nothing concrete has been done to foster, provide for and train new cadres of Deaf/Sign Language-knowledgeable special needs educators, care-support workers, supervisors and managers across the board. The result is that the current undernourished reservoir of scarce, appropriately Deaf-trained and Sign Language-skilled human resources is through attrition simply drying up. The situation is continually becoming yet worse and if left unchecked will not only eventually lead to the dissipation of Sign Language, but thus also to a total collapse of the fabric of the Deaf society in South Africa. 

Sign Language is the keystone to Deaf development in South Africa. Without its societal acceptance, official recognition and consequent compliancy enforcement the Deaf culture as we know it in South Africa will wither away and die, undeservedly. The crucial question therefore is: What can we do to effect a lasting national systemic change towards the Deaf? My personal answer is short: Let that which we now do to put right the cheerless lot of the forsaken Deaf citizen by recognising Sign Language as an official language be a true measure of our egalitarian progression in the new South Africa. 
On a final note, this treatise is no manner meant to be a reproach on the social shortcomings to date - what is done, is done. What it is however, is a personal, forthright and earnest appeal to the keepers of our collective future, Parliament, to solemnly live up to the hard won right to a just dispensation in which all citizens in the new South Africa have the right to a basic education, including adult education, and to further education – as well as to use the language and to participate in the cultural life of their choice. Why should the Deaf be excluded from this? 
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additional background information:
Deaf Communication

Throughout the modern world, the Eighties saw the introduction of a bilingual-bicultural approach recognising that also Deaf people live in a dual cultural milieu. Sign Language was accordingly accepted as the first language of Deaf people and an acquired vocal or spoken language as their second language. Like any other language, Sign Language needs to be acquired through proper instruction, constant exposure and appropriate inculcation. In the Deaf educational process it is the anchor language of instruction, and it needs to be structurally taught - both theoretically and practically – by persons (educators) proficiently prepared and trained. 

Only when the Deaf child has mastered Sign Language and gained his knowledge of his world through Sign Language, would a model for teaching a second language be introduced. It is logical to suppose that the Deaf child would then be taught to read and write in the second language, thereby adding the possibility of obtaining knowledge by himself through printed material, and depending on his/her interest, aptitude and residual hearing, be instructed in speech - thereby adding another means of communication. This is the Additive Approach. 

For the Deaf thus, in accordance with the IDEAL principles of Bilingualism and Second Language Learning, Sign Language would as a first language be the point of reference in the acquisition of a second language - a good command of the first is therefore crucial to success with the second. The structured acquisition of Sign Language necessarily requires assistance through and support by professional Sign Language interpretation, and preferably also appropriate voice over reinforcement.

The structured acquisition of Sign Language necessarily requires assistance through and support by professional Sign Language interpretation, and preferably also appropriate voice over reinforcement. Many modern education systems provide for the appointment of individual Interpreters (mentors) for Deaf learners to facilitate their smooth passage in acquiring Sign Language, a second (oral) language and the requisite social and life-preparedness skills.) 
Deaf Socialisation
A major challenge facing the education of the young Deaf person is in respect of his natural progression into and integration with the varied social pillars of the broader community. Being bereft of a hearing ability, the day-by-day evolving process of learning about social graces and other ‘normal’ (hearing) activities, assimilating surrounding information and knowledge in relation thereto and then actively participating seamlessly in the broader fabric of society as ‘t were, inevitably eludes the Deaf person. 
There is thus parallel to ‘normal’ or standard academic and vocational education, also a veritable kaleidoscope of other life-knowledge, information, attributes and skills that a growing and developing Deaf person needs to acquire as an integral part of the growing up process. 
The Deaf person inescapably needs to be expressly informed of, specifically instructed in and practically taught about these areas – by a person who has the required appropriate training to educate the Deaf, and who has the dedicated time and capability of communicating with a Deaf person, however difficult and time consuming the process may be. Introspection and research needs to be done, questions asked and answers found, sound communication means be found and eventually individual instruction be done in regard to the requisite life-preparedness of the Deaf young person – as opposed to the relatively easier process followed with the education of a ‘normal hearing’ learner. For the education system to therefore succeed in the adequate rounding off and full life-preparedness of its Deaf scholars, it unavoidably has to pertinently address and actively present to the young Deaf learner as full an array of extracurricular learning and social life-skills lessons within its educational and ‘up-bringing’ portfolio as is practically possible. 
The educational quest to liberate and empower a Deaf young person in the fullness of life-preparedness, should ultimately culminate in an eventual school graduate being able to truly and proudly say – and be able to live up to the motto of  - “Being able to do anything but hear
Advent of Sign Language

During the International Congress on the Education of the Deaf (ICED) in Milan in 1880, it was resolved that a oral education approach henceforth be applied to the Deaf, and further use of sign language was prohibited. South Africa also adopted this policy, often applying draconian measures to enforce Oralism - so far so that practising Deaf educators of the time were dismissed to be replaced by hearing teachers and educators. Deaf learners were subjected to immense challenges, invariably adversely affecting their develop​ment. 

The subsequent count​less hours spent on teaching and compelling Deaf scholars to speech read and talk proficiently – as did other ‘hearing’ scholars, impacted negatively on their acquisition of other subject matter. Most found it difficult to complete even the primary schooling phase, and were inevitably relegated to becoming artisans or learning some other technical competencies. Secondary and further education consequently eluded them too. 
Due to the inherent limitations of oral education very few actually learnt to speak intelligibly with speech reading being equally elusive, resulting in the Deaf being precluded from constructive social intercourse both in and beyond workplace. They remained outsiders in the hearing world, virtually ostracised, and finding solace only within their own Deaf culture. For those unfortunate not to have fellow Deaf persons in their vicinity, a solitary lonely existence was the order of the day. 

Eventually, the very same body (ICED) that passed the draconian anti-Sign Language resolution in 1880, acknowledged at a conference in Canada in 2010 that the then decision had been a gross mistake, apologising publicly to the international Deaf community at large that a great injustice had been perpetrated in depriving many decades of Deaf of their full potential. 
Although oral education continued to largely prevail, also in South Africa, increasingly scientific studies presented irrefutable proof that Sign language was in fact a language in own right and that Deaf learners could achieve scholastically equally with the ‘normal’ hearing student. Improved hearing aids and other sound amplification techniques for those students lucky enough to afford apparatii, also contributed to academic achieve​ments albeit on a limited scale. The advent of television and computers has also contributed to major advances in the Deaf society, mostly privately. Sign Language on TV has made many more people aware of its use, and has also contributed to a shift in improved broad public opinion. 
This acknowledgement of the Deaf as a linguistic minority with an own language and culture has given new stature to the Deaf, hence the growing application of a capital ‘D’ in Deaf - as would be the case in respect of the English- and Afrikaans-speaking community. Similarly, Sign Language is also prefaced with capital letters. 
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* Seen from the perspective of promoting the every-day socialisation of the Deaf child quality inclusive education may/could indeed hold benefit, but it is the practical application (or lack thereof) of such inclusive education system that the tragic undoing lies - if mainstreamed inclusive education in practice means unloading the Deaf learner in an orally-orientated, hearing classroom situation in which the educator is not appropriately special-needs prepared, no Sign Language recognition is enjoyed – and, in fact, actively frowned upon, no proficient classroom support or media is utilised, and crucial low teacher:scholar ratio’s fostering dedicated one-on-one attention for Deaf learners are not maintained, then a Deaf-educational disaster occurs.
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