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Introduction

The intent of this article is to share with you some of the observations that we have made at the English Language Institute (ELI) concerning the characteristics of our Deaf international students. These observations include many traits which influence instructional delivery in the classroom and may be of interest to those who will eventually encounter these types of students.

Our program is an intensive English Language Institute, an autonomous department within the Office of International Program Services (OIPS) at Gallaudet University in Washington, D.C. It is designed to prepare international students to gain admission into Gallaudet University, or other institutions of higher learning in the United States. Some of the students return to their home countries with increased job potential due to their acquired knowledge of the English language or become leaders in the deaf communities in their respective countries. The ELI program has three sessions during the year; fall and spring semester, and a six week summer session. Some of the students attend the summer session to obtain more individualized instruction and to be ready for entrance into Gallaudet or other colleges in the country.

The students (42) currently in our program come from about 30 different countries. They come with different backgrounds, different communication skills, different levels of educational skills, aptitudes, interests, as well as different levels of social maturity. Such diversity provides for a great challenge in providing instruction for these foreign deaf students.

These observations are not all descriptive of our entire students but cover a significant number of them. The identification of these traits is an important stage in giving consideration to address the needs of these deaf foreign students in the Gallaudet ELI program. While working with these students, our program's instructors noticed specific traits of learning, common among our students. The traits are organized under the following categories. Student/Teacher Relationship, General Approach to Studies, Information Processing, Sign Language, Reading and Writing habits. Implications for the teacher are pointed out after each category.

Student/Teacher Relationship

The first category, to help teachers' awareness of learning characteristics is the relationship between these students and their teachers. It should be noted that the experience of a deaf foreign student regardless of culture with a teacher is quite different here than in their country. We observed the following patterns in teacher-student relationships in our program:

I. Students tend not to challenge the teacher to clear up misunderstandings or to make an effort well in advance to meet the teacher to discuss unclear points.

2. Students select a mentor, usually a teacher or another foreign student with extensive experience in American culture, to assist them in reconciling cultural differences or accomplishing small personal goals such as obtaining a driver's license, making calls, or tutoring.

3. Students will on occasion without regard to American sensitivity of personal questions of age, weight, salary, or dating practices ask the teacher these questions innocently or otherwise.

4. Oriental student tend to be overly attentive with a steady gaze at the teacher while not participating in class discussion. They understand the teacher is the source of important information.

5. Arabs tend to seek constant attention and approval of the teacher. They also tend to flirt with female teachers and question their authority. They are sometimes very opinionated.

6. Students from the Western world assert themselves in discussions and challenge the teacher with inquisitive attitudes,

7. Foreign students (deaf) take seriously, facial expressions of teachers and make an issue to suggest changes of those expressions to fit their liking.

What are the implications of these various relationships unique to their backgrounds culturally? The teacher needs to be aware of these patterns while teaching. Special times ought to be devoted to attention or discussion with the student about whether these behaviors disrupt the instructional process.

Sign Language

When our students first arrive here from their different countries, the most observable trait about them is that they don't know American Sign Language except their native sign language. This makes it extremely difficult for the classroom teacher to give instruction at a reasonable pace and to be assured that the students understand the subject matter that has been taught. This prompts the teacher to improvise by using gestures and pantomime to help in providing instruction in the class. The majority of the instructors in the program have found this to be very time consuming. Hence, the students are required to attend sign language classes for one and a half hour duration two times a week where they are taught American Sign Language. Their gradual acquisition of ASL improves their ability to communicate in a meaningful manner and to follow the proceedings in their respective classrooms.

Reading & Writing

Our students have minimal reading and writing skills, not any different from those repeatedly identified by educators of the deaf here in the states. Some of our students do not have any basic knowledge of the English language when they enroll. Those who do have the basics frequently have a limited vocabulary and have problems understanding the many basic words in their reading assignments. Also, they may have trouble deriving the meaning from a word or phrase using context clues.

An interesting characteristic of deaf foreign students is their initial overdependence on foreign-to-English dictionaries. They tend to resist for some time the teachers' requirements that they do away with them in the classroom.

Students from the Middle East and Asian continents tend to be at a large disadvantage than students of the Western world with regard to their native vocabulary that does not approximate English vocabulary.

Our students read very rigorously (word for word) with heavy emphasis on translating every word despite teachers' exhortations not to use up time translating.

Subsequently, they do not tend to actively involve themselves in reading, by asking their own questions to answer in their reading.

They do not realize that they can try to understand the meaning if they apply their own experiences to the new reading material. Consequently, they find it difficult to express themselves in writing independently without depending on the instructor for models to facilitate their own work.

Information Processing

The next category for learning characteristics of deaf foreign students is information processing. While showing proficiency in their first language and scoring proportionately well in the Raven's Matrices Nonverbal Test, these students encounter expectations and assignments by American teachers unfamiliar to them because they have been used to rote learning, passive reception of information, and immersion of non-American educational practices. The variety of information presented by American teachers involves tasks incompatible with these characteristics.

Most of our students use very ineffective learning, study and review techniques. For example they spend most of their time and effort attempting to memorize a lot of facts without understanding what they mean and how they relate to each other. For example, students in our grammar classes after learning a grammatical rule tend to apply what they have learned mechanically without understanding the proper use of the grammatical term. The problem here is that these students can easily use their learning skills in processing information without acquiring a deep understanding of the subject matter.

In addition, many of them are not used to assignments that require them to comprehend abstract information and make a reasonable conclusion on their own. For example, they have difficulty answering "if then" questions, asking "why" and "how" and the concept of cause and effect is generally an idea which is not meaningful to them. Other characteristics on information processing skills of our students are listed below:

1. Arabs are not used to teacher's cursive handwriting.

2. Foreign deaf students are generally not used to giving presentation on their own, but not overly reluctant to try.

3. Research or uses of resources are novelties for foreign deaf students.

4. Idioms and words with multiple meanings are new puzzles for them.

5. Foreign deaf students have habitual disregard for thinking processes. For

example, they show impulsive behavior in responses, overdependence on the

teacher, inability to concentrate, rigidity (inflexibility), dogmatic or assertive

behavior, extreme lack of confidence in independent work, missing the meaning, and resistance to thinking.

6. Tests are often a double whammy to these students with cultural bias in regard to American culture and deafness.

What are implications for these students with information processing characteristics? Demands for independent thought by the teacher should be tempered with extra time to work out problems of thought, and culture knowledge. Mediation by the teacher is essential while positive influences for trying new ideas benefits and renders learning independently outside the program. Teachers should recognize that the students who may appear slow in the classroom or in the study area over homework do not necessarily mean that they are learning disabled.

General Approach to Studies

Most of the students enrolling in our program come ill equipped with specific skills that students should have to undertake an intensive English language program that will enable them to undergo a post secondary education. We are often faced with having to make diagnostic/prescriptive evaluation of our students in order to make appropriate placement in the program.

Often the students might question their placement because they over estimate their abilities and feel that they can (handle) do more advanced work than they are capable of in their placement. Many come with a high expectation which they are incapable of achieving. Some of them demonstrate little independence in carrying out assignments on their own or gathering information and solving problems themselves. Instead of learning to be independent, they tend to seek out a specific instructor to depend on for assistance.

Surprisingly, some of our students do not process information usually as it is common with other deaf students but they use their auditory perception to understand the information coming their way. This might be attributed to the experiences they might have had before coming here.

Conclusion

In concluding, our intention in this article is to provide an awareness that will be beneficial to those who will provide services for these types of students in the future. Many adjustment problems remain unknown to educators of higher learning; hence, those who work with them should be sensitive to their needs and show supportive response patterns towards them as a total package encompassing all their characteristics in order to make their educational experience worthwhile and productive.

*This article is an updated working paper that was presented at the 1991 TESOL conference held in New York City, NY.
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