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Introduction

The topic of this paper, communication barriers in the employment and advancement of Deaf people in the corporate world as a result of audist attitudes, is applicable to diversity management because of cultural and language differences between hearing and deaf populations.  These differences are akin to ethnic differences between majority and minority populations. In addition, ASL is used as both a language by culturally Deaf people and as a means of communication accessibility in accommodating deafness as a disability.  Language and communication has a direct impact on power-relations and successful advancement in the corporate world.

How to Combat Discrimination

The 2003 article, “Can disability studies and psychology join hands?” explains the social model and promotes treating people as they are (Olkin, 2003, p. 299, 301).  Ideas that sprung from this article are:

1. Women are people, not people that need to be more like men.  

2. Disabled people are people, not people with bodily defects needing to be corrected. 

3. Deaf people are people, not people with hearing loss that needs to be remedied.  

These ideas can be used to combat sexism, ablism (popularly coined word meaning discrimination against disabled people, able + ism), and audism.

What is Audism?

Audism is an -ism that includes an attitude that hearing and speaking are the modes of communication in power. There seems to be a corporate bias against American Sign Language (ASL) as a communication mode that is prevalent.  It seems that most of the Deaf employees in the corporate world are required to speak.  

Powerful to Powerless Communication

This 1996 article, Dominance, deference, and egalitarianism in organizational interaction: A sociolinguistic analysis of power and politeness,” is a linguistic study of the language of power and its relation to politeness.  The first hypothesis was proven in this study that subordinates were more polite than supervisors (Morand, 1996, p. 551).  The second hypothesis was proven that powerless speakers are less likely than powerful speakers to use politeness characterized by increasing familiarity between the supervisor and the subordinate (Morand, 1996, p. 551-552).  Negative politeness is characterized by increasing distance between speakers (Morand, 1996, p. 546). The idea that this article spawned was that there might be a continuum between power and politeness.  This idea was extrapolated to include unintentional rudeness and distance that Deaf people may exhibit when interacting with hearing people in this continuum:  

Powerful and direct – polite and indirect – unintentionally rude and distant

Please note that the labels in this continuum are not meant to insult Deaf people in their ability to be tactful.  It is just that cultural differences between the hearing world and the deaf world regarding tact are noticeable.  In addition, language differences between English and ASL may contribute to this sense of alienation. In general, communication problems in the workplace can be arranged along a continuum like this.  Direct and commanding like men in authoritarian, top-level positions, indirect and polite like women in subordinate, intermediate positions, and unintentionally rude and distant like Deaf people in low, entry-level positions.  

Literature Review 

This paper focuses on the question of whether the corporate world has progressed far enough to favor eliminating audism in language choice and power relations of Deaf people in the corporate world. Mowry and Anderson (1993) mentioned that ”Research conducted since the 1950’s on the employment of adults who are deaf revealed that many of these workers have experienced occupational immobility in diverse sectors of the labor market (Christiansen, 1982; Mowry, 1987; Schroedel, 1976).”  Has any thing changed in more than 50 years?  

There was a preference for speech in the 1968 book, Deaf Persons In Professional Employment by Alan B. Crammatte, the founder of the Department of Business (DOB) at Gallaudet University.  Based on the information in this book, I believe the authors are exhibiting signs of audism because Deaf President Now movement had not occurred yet and Deaf oppression was simply a reflection of the times. This book is an extensive research project directed by Alan Crammatte and the vocational rehabilitation organization on deaf employees in the USA and related employment issues.  The author mentions that deaf professionals must deal with stereotypes in the minds of hearing people.  Communication problems are listed as limited participation in the company grapevine, public relations aspects of higher job positions, and “emotional friction” (Crammatte, 1968, p. 88).  

This 1993 article, “Deaf adults tell their stories: Perspectives on barriers to job advancement and on-the-job accommodations,” is about a pre-ADA research study using “semi-structured” interviews of 40 deaf people.  One deaf person was employed by a large multi-national corporation for 16 years.  He felt demoted when his supervisor transferred him from a challenging job in the accounting department to a routine job in accounts receivable due to supervisor insensitivity (in the sense of Deaf sensitivity training) (Mowry & Anderson, 1993, p. 371).  Another deaf person was a supervisor of six hearing employees who all learned ASL (Mowry & Anderson, 1993, p. 373). The authors advocated using vocational rehabilitation or other service providers to help the Deaf employees retain and advance within the companies (Mowry & Anderson, 1993, pp 375-376).  The authors also promoted proactive cooperation between Deaf employees, supervisors, and service providers (Mowry & Anderson, 1993, p. 376).  

This 2000 article by Luft, “Communication barriers for deaf employee:  Needs assessment and problem-solving strategies” appears to be a social work related article focusing on communication barriers in the workplace for deaf people. The article found that the entry into the workforce after graduation from college is the same for both deaf and hearing people.  However, after 20 years, there is no advancement for deaf people like there is for hearing people (Luft, 1993, p. 51).  It emphasized that communication was the key to successful employment and advancement (Luft, 1993, p. 52, 57).  There was even a reference to Silver’s video about ASL and Deaf awareness training in this article that worked in changing employers’ attitudes (Luft, 1993, p. 56).  This kind of training is also known as Deaf sensitivity training.

This 2003 article, “Deaf people at work: assessment of communication among deaf and hearing persons in work settings,” used a research method in a real-life setting for its study. The authors interviewed fifteen Deaf employees that made it into the management of the companies they worked for.  The article categorized the interview information according to organizational culture, the characteristics of hearing people, and the communication strategies these Deaf managers used (Foster & MacLeod, 2003, p. S129).  A critical key was sensitive hearing people in a facilitative working environment that supported Deaf employees and their needs for communication access.  The word “sensitive” is used in the same sense as used in the phrase “Deaf sensitivity training” as mentioned in Luft’s article above.  These hearing people went out of their way to make sure the Deaf employees got what they need to keep up with other hearing people in informal conversations and office gossip (Foster & MacLeod, 2003, p. S131, S137).  It was a revelation to find in this article that full time interpreters accompanied some Deaf managers interviewed in this article (Foster & MacLeod, 2003, p. S129, S130).

Last, this 2006 article, “Careers for people with disabilities: special opportunities if you are deaf, hard of hearing: using today's technology you can succeed in any mainstream profession” is a book for Deaf high school students who are considering college and career options.  This article mentions voice recognition software as one means of potentially accessible communications in real-time voice to text transcriptions (Careers, 2006, p. 13).  However, it failed to mention ASL machine translation software as a more suitable means of accessible communication in real-time voice to ASL transactions.  This omission is a sign of audism in a book that was meant to encourage Deaf people that they can work in any mainstream career. 

Conclusion

There is no doubt that over more than 50 years, the corporate world made some progress in eliminating audism in language choice between English and ASL.  The power relations between hearing employers and Deaf employees improved due to Deaf sensitivity training regarding ASL and Deaf culture.  However, this kind of progress needs to be more widespread.  Taken as a whole, the research indicates that the progress made in the corporate world is an exception, not the rule.  Deaf employees are similar to ethnic employees in that neither has made much progress in getting professional positions and promotions comparable to white hearing employees.  
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