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Articulate

AS SPEECH SOUNDS GO, R HAS ALWAYS BEEN MY LEAST FAVORITE. It’s a ridiculous sound to pronounce, if I’m entirely honest, filled with minuscule details about the orientation of my tongue, the position of my teeth, the timing of my breath. I try to align all the parts where they’re supposed to be, and then I feel the rumbling pulsations through my throat: rrrrrr.

Though most people don’t think about these functions of their own bodies, my inner r checklist became a part of me long ago. And it rolled especially hard through my head one spring afternoon, over a decade ago now, as I stepped onstage in a huge auditorium at Stanford. Bright floodlights glared in my eyes. One more inhale. And then—

“I never thought I would be here,” I said out loud, feeling the lapel microphone catch my words and toss them into the empty air.

I made no stumbles this time, not even for the silly r in never, that r I’d turned into my own personal quothing of the Raven during weeks of incessant drills: neveRRRR, neveRRRR, neveRRRR. I was being honest with the audience: I’m deaf, and the thought of giving a TED Talk had once felt even more absurd to me than all those r’s.

It was May 2013, and I was twenty-three years old. As I kept speaking, I felt the hundreds of shadowy ears in the audience—my own version of surround sound! As always, I could not know what those ears heard. But for months, I’d thought of them while rehearsing my talk beneath the showerhead, with hands on the steering wheel, before sleep each night like a prayer. I was about to graduate from Stanford, and whenever I roamed among the California palm trees, I felt the resonance of my inner speech trembling through my footfalls. And now that I finally faced all those hearing ears, I remembered my speech therapist’s words from years ago: Take a breath. Remember to swallow. Slow it down. Don’t drop the final s!

Whenever I go back and watch the video, I am struck by how weirdly calm I look, standing there in my slacks and salmon-colored shirt. Each time I’d imagined that stage, I’d been gripped by a single fear. I’d dreaded mispronouncing my words, failing to appear as easefully hearing as possible, despite the other forms of communication I’d always known, most notably American Sign Language (ASL).

But now, all my well-rehearsed s’s and r’s seemed to be landing. Even the final l’s flowed from my mouth as I pronounced words like viable, school, fundamental, as if the meat of my tongue had turned liquid. I saw my ASL interpreters in the front row, flanked by two of my close friends. Their gazes were rapt, their hands still.

My body kept cooperating, so I told the listening ears about the oddities of navigating the world with this speaking voice. I told them how hearing strangers sometimes asked me if I was foreign, someone just off the plane from England or Australia, even Scandinavia! These strangers spoke earnestly, mulling over how they couldn’t quite place my accent. I became an international woman of mystery.

Right then, as I said that, the audience laughed. Through my cochlear implant, the sound rushed into me like a wave. Sudden proof of understanding! My mind went cold and blank. I really hadn’t expected them to laugh. I hadn’t expected to be funny. But then, as if claiming its own autonomous life, I felt my speaking voice carry on. I’d hardly skipped a beat, even though I was also hovering somewhere beyond my body, watching my mouth as I kept telling all those listeners about the strengths deaf and hard-of-hearing people have in a world not made for us, about how we can all embrace our potential rather than taking our challenges as outright limitations. Then my mind swooped back into my body, right as I took one final breath and said: Why not choose to pursue the things we could do over the ones we couldn’t? Why not walk right through the doors we opened for ourselves?

I could still see my friends sitting at stage right. And then it was over. The audience rose in their seats, some of them raising their palms in deaf applause, then more as others saw and joined in. Their waving hands spread as I walked offstage: the only standing ovation of the day. I felt lightheaded and sweaty and relieved.

I’d done it. I’d held all those ears in my hands. In the years that followed, I would never doubt my ability to stand up and speak in front of such an audience again.

* * *

IN A DIFFERENT STORY, A STORY BESIDES THE ONE YOU SEE BEFORE you, or clasp between your fingers, or listen to while engaging in all manner of distractions, this might be the crowning moment of triumph. It might appear at the end of the narrative, The King’s Speech–style, my voice resounding over that huge crowd, then suddenly: smooth black screen, postscript, credits. I surprised myself when I enjoyed giving my talk, but I’ve found that the image of speaking onstage too easily becomes a synecdoche for clear and effective language. It obscures the many other realities that lie beneath.

My speaking invitation had come out of nowhere. Five months earlier, just past New Year’s Day, I woke up and stared at my iPhone and saw the words TEDx Stanford, world-class event, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

An icy feeling broke over me. A TED Talk? I can’t possibly.

At the time, I hardly knew what a TED Talk was. I’d watched only a handful during college, usually while procrastinating on the papers I should have been writing, but my mind still conjured an image of what a TED speaker was supposed to be. Poised, fluent, articulate. And above all, a verbal speaker of English.

“Mom, Dad,” I said, as I stumbled out of my room, still holding my phone with the email open on the screen. “You’ll never guess what.”

After they chattered and beamed, my father said to me, speaking and signing as he always did, “You know what you need to say, don’t you?”

“About the talk?”

“Yes. It’s up to you, you know . . . but also, you can’t say no to something like this.”

I met his eye, and he smiled and raised his eyebrows. A day later, I accepted the speaking invitation. The words were inside of me already. I just had to go find them.

The TEDx event organizers told me I could talk about whatever I wanted. They put me in touch with a speaking coach they’d arranged for everyone participating in the event. Before we met, I wrote to her in an email: “You should know, speaking in front of a large group of people has been a source of anxiety for me.” It was a relief to state my feelings, even if they seemed rather banal. Didn’t many people have a fear of public speaking? Yet in my case, it was more than that. I was hoping this speaking coach would become the latest person to help me figure out what it meant to use my voice.

Because this was exactly what I didn’t know: what it really meant for me to use my voice. I couldn’t yet describe what happened to me, and to the other people I met, when I expressed myself in the ways I did. It seemed perfectly ordinary, even reasonable, to feel nervous about speaking in front of a crowd. Less ordinary was when a person born profoundly deaf attempted to speak and be understood by hearing people. Such a thing was possible—but only after years of effort and intervention, of speech therapy and speech drills, of a deep learned conscientiousness about myself and others, none of which could stop my cheeks from sometimes deflating like an unleavened loaf, my words from crusting into stale brownies in my mouth.

The speaking coach and I met at a Starbucks near campus to brainstorm. I liked her immediately. Her blond hair framed a candid smile. She gazed right into my eyes and wasn’t afraid to use her hands.

“Just so you know,” I told her, “I’ll be lipreading when we talk, and, you know, it’s not an exact science. So if you could keep looking in my direction, that would help.”

“Oh, great,” she said, her face cheerful. “Anything else I can think about, please let me know.”

We grabbed our coffees and sat down near a bright window. As usual, I chose my seat deliberately, placing my back to the window to avoid gazing straight into the winter sun’s glare.

“The funny thing is,” I told the speaking coach once we’d settled in, “I’ve been invited to do this talk, but speaking in front of so many people is my worst fear. I’m not sure if I can do it.”

“So why not talk about that?” she said.

I nodded. Now there was an idea. We launched into an hour-long chat.

One memory that stirred in my mind while we talked was from a class nearly a decade earlier. The teacher, a bespectacled woman, was exacting and stern. That spring, she assigned our class to give small group presentations about Renaissance art. I collaborated with a close friend, who’d become conversationally proficient in ASL, on a presentation on the Italian painter Giovanni Bellini. After giggling over Madonnas and their naked children, we finished our slides and were ready to go.

RRRRenaissance, RRRRenaissance. This word was so tough to say. Bellini, with its l’s to flick off my tongue, wasn’t easy, either. I brought a list of niche vocabulary words to my speech therapist’s office after school, as I often did in those years. We drilled these words together, incorporated them into my speech homework, and set my lips rumbling with Madonnas. The day of the presentation, my friend and I both presented our slides out loud in the dark classroom, then gave each other high-fives at the end.

Everything had gone well, I thought—until I got the teacher’s feedback a few weeks later. Her note was scathing. She said that I was far too hard to understand, it was not fair to anyone who had to listen to me, and I should never do anything like that again.

There were other things she said about my presentation skills, comments that already felt familiar to me: I moved my body too much. I used my hands too much. It was distracting. (Did this mean signing was also distracting? Probably.) I read the note at the kitchen counter, and my shoulders crumpled in shame.

“What’s wrong?” my mother asked me, signing her words as she spoke. I handed her the piece of paper. As she read it, I saw dismay flash through her eyes.

After I pulled myself back together, I told myself that the teacher hadn’t been fair. I also told myself I needed to try harder.

“Follow your instincts!” the speaking coach said to me that first day at Starbucks. “I can’t wait to see what you come up with.” Her enthusiasm felt genuine. Still, I biked home to my campus apartment and wondered what I’d gotten myself into.

That spring, when we rehearsed onstage in the giant auditorium, the speaking coach told me to trust my reflexes to move my hands, to walk around and use my body. For so long, I’d thought that speaking well meant achieving proper physical comportment. It meant turning into a talking head, a sock puppet with a mouth that opened and closed but nothing else.

“Rachel, let your body do what it wants to do,” the speaking coach said during our first practice run. She smiled at me, trying to help me relax. “If you need to move around the stage, or set up ideas with your hands, then do that.”

“I do feel better when I walk around.” To me, language was continually in motion.

“That’s great,” she said, nodding from the front row of seats. “You can place certain ideas in certain places in your mind. That can help you remember them.”

Suddenly, I felt freer. My shoulders dropped. Even my sock puppet mouth felt freer, too, less cottony and constrained. The day of the event approached, and I started to feel like I might really be able to do it.

Only the night before the TEDx event did it occur to me: I’d spent months stressing about this stupid speaking voice, but my decision to walk onstage and speak out loud was a choice, just like so many other decisions were. I’d had another choice: I could have delivered my talk in ASL instead. After all, I’d grown up signing, too. I worked with ASL interpreters every day. They would be right there at the event to interpret the other talks for me. What had happened, in the world and in me, to make speech feel so compulsory? I didn’t know. But I decided I’d sign one of my opening lines, a brief recognition of the other ways I knew to communicate.

I gave the talk. My friends ran up afterward and crushed my shoulders in a hug. I felt dizzy with gratitude that they’d come. I also doubted that they’d known how terrified I’d been. I’d rehearsed the talk many times on Skype with my parents, who lived two states away, but not once had I rehearsed with my friends. I’d mentioned the TEDx event only in an offhand way: I’d be giving a talk at the business school in May; they could come if they wanted. A few of my friends urged me to make a Facebook post about it—You’re giving a TED Talk!!!—but that was the only self-promotion I felt comfortable with.

Shortly after the talk, I would learn that my older deaf cousin, who lived on the other side of the country, had tuned in online to watch, too. A captioned version would later be posted on YouTube, but the live webcast had included no such measures for accessibility. My own talk would not have been accessible to me, either, had I stepped outside my body to witness it.

My cousin only texted me and said: We were watching! I couldn’t catch what you said, but you looked good! Congratulations. We love you.

My guilt was instant. I’d delivered a talk about deafness, about having a certain type of voice, and my deaf cousin had not been able to understand me. Yet she’d been nothing but encouraging, even if she did not use spoken English to convey her own thoughts, even if ASL was the language we’d always shared. An old sensation twisted hard in my chest, the feeling of floating between split worlds and not knowing how to suture them back together.

This was what I would continue mulling in the years to come, as more strangers watched my talk online and told me how inspiring I was, or how well I’d managed to speak on such a stage, or how they were surprised I could also sign, as they’d thought I must have grown up entirely oral. I began to wonder where such ideas about expressive skill had come from. I wondered how I ought to communicate, and if it was possible to embrace the inherent tensions of language while reckoning with their consequences.

And above all, I wondered who or what I’d turned myself into when I’d tried so hard to become a latter-day rhetor, that classic image of the smooth speaker who dazzles his audience with his easeful, audible words. That archetypical figure who, on top of being hearing, would have been a man.

* * *

“YOU SPEAK SO WELL. I JUST WANTED TO TELL YOU. I WOULD NEVER have known you were deaf.”

Every now and then, when I talk aloud in public, someone stops me and marvels at how well I fit into this world of sound and speech.

I can often see the appraisal coming: a tilt of the head, a sharpened gaze reminiscent of pricked ears. My speech may be decent enough, but I have a deaf accent. I always have and always will. The compliments, which usually come from people who do not know ASL, typically arise when I’ve been talking about something uninteresting, like the weather. Do hearing people walk around complimenting one another this way? “You have such a masterful voice—you must have worked so hard.” If they do, at least in America, I suspect those instances involve race or class or immigration or nationality or some other disability, some form of human difference that is often reduced to a shortcoming, even to an assumed voicelessness.

Sometimes my companions will continue: “I just can’t imagine. Being deaf and learning to speak like that!” Then they’ll smile, waiting for me to respond. I sense that they want me to . . . do what? Shout and whoop aloud? Grin in shared amazement?

I have never known what to say. I tried to make a joke, about what voice really means, whether any solitary tree anywhere really makes a sound, to the balding man who stopped me in my local coffee shop—and who later left his phone number beside my elbow with a wink. I spluttered something incoherent to a close friend’s elderly grandmother who once placed her hand on my arm and told me how articulately I speak, what a godsend I am to the other deaf people in the world who cannot talk as well as I do. Once, when I was about fifteen, I fell dumbstruck, an embodiment of that old stock figure of deafness, before a hearing man I’d known for years, who had suddenly announced: “You’ve been working so hard in speech therapy. I can hear the difference!”

Like the others, I knew this man was trying to assure me that I belonged. But his next words revealed the underbelly of such praise: “Why, when you were a little girl, I had the hardest time understanding a word you said. Your speech was so unclear.” He shook his head and pointed a finger at me. “But now, just look at you!”

I do not remember what I said in response, if anything. I might have mumbled, “Thank you, it has been hard work.” He probably clapped me on the back and then we moved on, my hands limp at my sides, my tongue tingling with fresh awareness of how it spat out words for his discerning ears.

What I do remember is realizing: that deaf little girl with unclear speech had been me. I just recalled her differently than he did. She’d had deep thoughts, passions for animals and storybooks and the outdoors. She’d already been bursting with a kaleidoscope of words—the lines of written English and the visual sweeps of ASL, which had opened doors wide to the world.

I thought, too, of the other deaf people I knew, the ones who signed, told jokes, laughed, and played games. Right then, I understood that this hearing man was less interested in learning about us and how we communicated than he was in applauding how well I’d learned to speak like him. Any protest I could have made, anything I could have said about the verbal specters that haunted our interactions with one another, would have felt fruitless. Such encounters are too short. The power of speech looms too large. Who am I to object? I can talk, and for the hearing people I meet, talking is usually enough.

Yet there is another truth I must tell: Such praise was sometimes exactly what I wanted to win. My good speech was the gold star I pushed to achieve, like doggedly pressing toward straight A’s to make the honor roll once again, as if beautiful words were priceless gems to be hoarded, no matter what made them glisten. I wanted to pile more spoken words into my language stash, because I knew that real acclaim often stirred from proving that I, too, was like them, like these often-beloved hearing companions who opened their mouths and talked to me.

Deafness is still associated with lack, with ignorance, with loss of language. Words that fall on deaf ears are never effective ones. Those people turning a deaf ear are never too insightful, either, in all their staunch obliviousness, even their brazen neglect of other human beings. Such lazy metaphors, which I still see in books and newspapers, left little space for the things I knew. So as a child, I tacitly learned that the way to leave this version of deafness behind, to reach the unencumbered words that lay beyond the passageway of pronunciation drills, was to speak correctly.

“All you have to do, Rachel,” my mother told me when I was young, looking me straight in the eye, “is say thank you. And then move on. They mean well.”

Say thank you and move on. Sometimes I’d do that with growing discomfort, my face flushing—but other times I’d do it gleefully, adroitly, with soaring pride and achievement. Explaining everything else would take too long, even if you had the words. Even if people would believe you.

* * *

WHEN I WAS INVITED TO GIVE THAT TED TALK IN 2013, I wondered: What could a twenty-three-year-old possibly have to say on such a stage? But I immediately knew why the email had landed in my inbox. I’d just won a Rhodes Scholarship, after an all-day interview in a sun-flooded office building overlooking the mountains of Colorado Springs. I was the first signing deaf person to be awarded the scholarship. This bit of trivia had only briefly occurred to me when I applied. Yet, after years of pretending it didn’t matter, dabbling in other interests, trying to seem as hearing as I could, finally, in my scholarship personal statement, I asserted: While being deaf was only one facet of my experience, it did shape the way I saw language and humanity. It made me want to press for a more accessible world.

The Rhodes interviewers were rigorous, probing, curious, sharp, kind. I’d strategized how to set up the large conference room with the two Colorado-based ASL interpreters working with me that day. I walked in and explained, using my speaking voice, that we would all be communicating with interpreters today, that the interpreters would be signing everyone’s remarks, that I was honored and eager to be here. Deliberate transparency was a move I’d learned after two decades of navigating different modes of communication.

And it worked. I talked with the selection committee about Charlotte Brontë and George Eliot, about technology and ethics and disability. We’d shaped the environment to suit all of us, so we were able to access the shared spark of intellectual connection.

It was thanks to being a first-generation ADA kid that I knew how to ask for interpreters to begin with. It was thanks to the ADA—the Americans with Disabilities Act, passed in 1990, the year I was born—that I’d walked into this room at all. The ADA had taken me from prep school through Stanford, and now I’d discovered that I was bound for Oxford. I’d landed here because of these legally protected rights to accommodation, and because of the robust social and familial support I’d experienced for my entire life. If I was among the first, it was because others hadn’t had the same opportunities I’d had.

Yet, in the media attention I received after winning the scholarship, I began to recognize that discussions about access and equity were rare, and the story of disability exceptionalism was a far more common one for people to tell. How much easier it seemed to view my deafness as the primary problem, the obstacle I’d had to overcome, rather than considering the other vibrant perspectives it gave me. How much simpler it was to throw me up on a pedestal and leave me there alone, rather than ponder how our society could better adapt to people with disabilities and other distinct experiences.

In one instance, I landed on the front page of my hometown newspaper. The local journalism team photographed me outside the brick walls of my high school. They described me as “articulate, hard-working, friendly.” These commendations surfaced through the fact of my deafness, something that “created additional challenges . . . to overcome.”

I recall talking to that reporter, a pleasant woman only a decade or so older than I was. As usual, I was the first deaf person she’d met, and I put her at ease by making some jokes about lipreading. I was careful to speak as clearly as I could. In the article, she would applaud my ability to “have extensive conversations without any help,” a phrase that struck me oddly, even then. I’d worked with ASL interpreters for my entire life, and my everyday interactions still required plenty of so-called help (or, more accurately, they required flexibility, multilingual skills, and accommodation, as hearing people’s also do when they do not know sign language). The newspaper piece, pithy and upbeat, highlighted speech therapy and lipreading and my cochlear implant as key ingredients in this tale of hometown success.

Meanwhile, Stanford’s news release used signing as the attention grabber: a “sign interpreter’s hands” had helped me “speak” in my scholarship interview. A few smaller outlets, including one radio program, contacted me to ask if I’d be willing to discuss how I’d succeeded amid such challenges. My Facebook pinged with messages from distant acquaintances: I was a marvel; they’d always felt inspired by the hardships I’d faced. And now look at this! A few people subtly ribbed that being deaf must’ve helped me stand out in my applications. Once again, I did not know what to say.

None of this was as bad as it could’ve been, and many other people said entirely commonplace things. My friends wrote sweet congratulatory cards. Acquaintances gave me advice for surviving the British rain, which I’d need as a native New Mexican and lifelong sunglasses devotee. During those weeks, I kept remembering the other news headlines I’d seen over the years:


“Deaf Scholar Finds Ways to Overcome”

“Local Student with Hearing Disabilities Excels in the Midst of Obstacles”

“Student-Athlete Inspires Others Despite Lack of Hearing”



Despite. This is the word that jars me most. As if excellence and fulfillment are somehow at odds with living in a deaf body. As if this body happens to be the thing that hinders me, the thing that I must discard and leave behind, like a struggling caterpillar that bursts from its cocoon into a radiant butterfly. As if it overshadows the many other advantages I have had.

In that brief media flurry after the scholarship, I realized that being publicly deaf was risky. The words other people used and the stories they told could easily lock me into a fun-house image of myself. I did not yet know how to assert the ideas I had in my body, to claim these as important and necessary, without automatically having that body be seen as remarkable.

The larger story of overcoming obstacles to find one’s voice is a story many people are accustomed to consuming about disability. This story tends to be one of individual achievement. The deaf person finding her eloquence, because in an overladen sense this is what deafness is in the popular imagination: not just lack of hearing, but lack of opportunity to be heard and understood, even lack of a real voice at all.

When my hometown newspaper described me as articulate, part of me winced. But articulate was also what I’d always wanted to be. The word had teased at my imagination ever since I’d discovered I loved to write and tell stories, ever since I’d realized how much stories mattered for people like me.

* * *

ARTICULATE. /är-ˈti-kyə-lət/. THIS PRONUNCIATION STILL ELUDES ME, as does the way the final syllable can so easily shift, a single vowel transporting the entire word into a different part of speech, morphing it from a proud adjective into a gliding verb. To me, the printed letters in the dictionary are much more straightforward. Of sound, distinct, intelligible. Capable of expressing oneself eloquently. When I was young, this word felt inseparable from good speech, the clear and confident speech of hearing people, which to me was always a pulverized jumble at best. But no matter. I still wanted to attain my own fluency.

As an adjective, articulate conveys nothing if not this ambition for expressive skill. It is a pinnacle one reaches, something one becomes. And thus it assumes something achieved, heard and understood—rather than what language is and what language does, which is more like fumbling and shape-shifting, addressing a different living being and trying to pass through the layers that separate us. In our twenty-first century, this word can bestow commendation—or faint surprise. You’re so articulate! It is also unidirectional: the speaker speaks; the audience sits and listens. It can achieve what words can do if we are not careful, the labeling and sorting and dividing that can lead us into static categorizations of other human beings, even into rigid social hierarchies based upon our narrow presumptions of competence.

As a verb, to articulate can also refer to uttering the sounds of speech—or to seeking larger shape and definition for one’s ideas. Human thoughts are hazy, at once anchored in language and hovering beyond the reach of words, which need not contain sounds at all. When we try to articulate these thoughts, slippery as they often are, we summon the word’s older roots. Articulatus, postclassical Latin. Divided into distinct parts. Our language is inventive, wide-ranging, and unexpected. It continually invites us into different kinds of words, into explorations of how their joints fit together—or don’t.

Nowadays, I feel most compelled by the immensity of language, by how we can also articulate ourselves through writing and sign language and the movements of our bodies. When I write, right here in black and white, I choose my words by hand, chiseling their edges until they snuggle like stones in a custom fireplace. Yet I find that the sonic assumptions of the English language are still there. This English language binds me to the speaking voice as the imagined heart of rhetoric, leadership, intelligibility, poetry. A soaring articulate voice is one of orators, of bards, of men. It is not usually the voice of deaf people, who were long thought to be beyond the reach of language itself.

And right here is where articulate isn’t just another entry in the dictionary, where it elicits a history that is far more fraught than my hearing interlocutors realize when they try to give me praise. Imagine, being born deaf, and crafting an audible voice from scratch! For most of human civilization, such a thing was largely thought impossible. Or at least, it was until the second half of the nineteenth century, that age of invention and industrialization, when debates erupted among hearing educators about whether “deaf and dumb” children could (or should) learn to speak. Up until then, deaf education in America had used the “manual” method, teaching in sign language at the nation’s newly established deaf schools. But during the 1860s and 1870s, many educators divided into camps that urged either for all-signing “manualism” or for speech-focused “oralism” (though some others sought middle ground with the so-called “combined” method).

By the 1880s, even general audience publications like the New York Times were weighing in on the dispute, exhorting the need to “give the deaf mute the means of expressing himself in articulate common speech,” arguing that this “removes at once the barriers which kept the deaf mute from mingling freely with his fellow-creatures.” Articulate common speech was also the ambition of the now-infamous Milan Convention of 1880, where an international congress of hearing educators gathered and nearly unanimously declared the “incontestable superiority” of the “oral” over the “manual” method. (Only one of the delegates at Milan was deaf. He voted in dissent.) In the United States, the oralists imposed bans on ASL in deaf schools, displacing deaf teachers and emphasizing assimilation through speech whenever possible. Thus began a sort of dark age for deaf education.

The reach of oralism was vast. Not until the 1960s was ASL recognized as a full language rather than a “gesture system,” but by then the damage was already done—most notably, because “purely oral” approaches denied many deaf children of their most natural and most accessible language, therefore compromising their grasp of language itself, their command over the syntax and words that allow us to express our innermost emotions and ideas, as well as to form intimate relationships with other people. The adverse effects of this linguistic dispossession are tragic, and they resonate to this day.

I myself stand in the footprints of my deaf forebears, those pupils who attempted articulate speech, as well as those who claimed the vibrancy of sign language instead. I have always known both—which means I have always witnessed the deep crevasses they leave behind.

* * *

MOST HEARING PEOPLE I MEET DO NOT KNOW THESE GENERAL histories of deaf people and sign language. Most of them do not understand themselves as hearing at all. They have rarely had the occasion—or seized the opportunity—to step outside of their assumptions about what language can be. For them, the blessing of speech usually holds sway.

As often as I’ve tried to use my very best speech, I’ve witnessed the limits of spoken articulateness, even for hearing people. I go to a noisy house party. Or a packed wedding reception in a gleaming ballroom. Or the enclosed back room of a bar, where bodies crowd in and the music thrums. It is usually dark, which adds insult to injury. The acoustics are terrible, every surface shiny and hard, an especial irony since nearly every person in here will be ill-prepared to communicate in any way besides speech.

I watch the chatter, people’s bodies crammed against one another. Soon, my hearing companions say: “I’m sorry, it’s so loud in here. I can’t hear you.”

“Could you repeat yourself?”

“Hold on, let me get closer.”

And then I find myself pressed into someone’s ear, their head turned and their tousled mass of hair inviting me to stroke it like a dog. I pour my voice’s wispy essence into the bottomless hole in my companion’s head. Around me, everyone else is doing the same. They are shouting louder and louder, opening mouths to combat the sea of communal noise. It is a tragedy of the commons.

Deaf parties feel different. They’re flooded with light, filled with visual chatter, not always as quiet as one would think. Laughter abounds. People scoot to make room in the circle, catch someone up on what they missed while retrieving a drink, stomp on the floor or wave to catch another person’s eyes across the room. Attention to mutual understanding is a shared value. If the environment doesn’t suit us, we’ll make the adjustments we need. We’ll find better lighting, we’ll rearrange ourselves, or we’ll leave.

At large hearing parties, I hardly bother with shouting into someone’s ear anymore. These days, if I do not have an interpreter, I’m unlikely to go. Or I make a brief appearance and then leave.

Later, some of my hearing friends will say to me: “I’m sorry we didn’t get to chat more last night. It was so loud, I could barely hear anyone.”

“Well, yeah, me either.” I grin.

A widespread deaf joke is that our speaking-and-hearing companions are signing-impaired. They’ve been faithful to the notion of speech as language for too long, and their perception has narrowed. They are flabbergasted when they fail to hear.

Sometimes, I meet people who self-diagnose their own impairment.

“At parties like these,” they’ll tell me wistfully, “I really wish I knew sign language.”

It is so common, hearing people telling me they wish they knew sign language. “Well,” I say, “why don’t you try?”

Sometimes they do. Sometimes they don’t. They grin, they blush, they stammer. “My hands could never move that way. My eyes could never do what yours do.” The choice is theirs, nonetheless. Just as it is mine.

The ways we seek voice can lead us into dead ends—or vaster possibilities for articulating ourselves. In this book, speech is one starting point, but it is not our only destination. Even sight, that vaunted mode of deaf expression, has its limits. What if we challenged ourselves to touch, to move, to feel instead? These senses we’ve learned to privilege and sort and divide, just as we divide ourselves and each other, are textures in a fabric with infinite particularities. And so, too, are the words we use, which do not always fit together as seamlessly as we might like them to. These words reveal distinct sensory realities, distinct cultural ways of knowing and interacting with one another, even while they plunge us into the many in-between spaces we face whenever we seek to cross into different worlds.

Tell all the truth but tell it slant: As Emily Dickinson knew, our routes into expressing ourselves are often circuitous and indirect. Like one of her slant rhymes, which share similar sounds without aligning perfectly, the words I have ended up saying do not always match the models given to me. My knowledge radiates from a crosswise angle, one that keeps showing me how immense language can be. Yes, this particular slant is odd, incomplete, fragmented, and imperfect, but it is mine.






Soundings

SANDIA MEANS WATERMELON IN SPANISH—WHIMSICALLY EVOKING the glow that bursts across the mountains near Albuquerque each evening as the sun dips into the horizon. First luminous pink, then deep purple fading into dusky blue, the mountain ridges are always there, lit by the glare of the New Mexico sky.

“See that?” my father would say to me and my sister when we were little, pointing his skinny finger toward the granite range. “That’s east. You always know that’s east.”

And sure enough, we did. It’s very difficult to get lost in Albuquerque, with the Sandias rising along one side of the horizon, the craggy volcanic mesas stretching out along the other. These geographic markers bestow the high desert landscape with its magnificent color and stark permanence, their stability contrasting with the shifting questions I continually felt as a child. And yet this southwestern backdrop anchored my sense of self even while I wondered how to fit into a world that could seem so stunningly vast.

I still recall how the wide-open sky stretched over the Sandia foothills during one day early in elementary school, when I sprinted away from the other children who had gathered around my sign language interpreter at recess. The sun was a sharp orb overhead. My arms pumped through the thin air; my feet beat the playground sand and then trampled across a long stretch of turf.

None of my new classmates gave chase for more than a few yards, though I glimpsed their arms waving once I reached the gray cinder block wall at the far end of the soccer field. Now I was alone. There were no more spoken words to miss, as I squinted into the morning light and its blue-white wash. No need to glance from face to face, see my classmates’ laughter, look to the adult woman who interpreted for me at school that year and who had been sent out on recess duty to facilitate my exchanges with the other children.

I stood and looked back at them, my pounding thoughts descending upon me as vividly as when I lay wide awake at night and wondered what it really meant that I and my family and everyone else in this world would someday die.

I was deaf. Was this what being deaf meant, going out to the playground attached to an interpreter like an anchor?

That meant my new classmates were hearing. Their words were like the tumbleweeds that blew by the freeway, thorny and tangled.

Was there ever going to be a time when I wasn’t deaf? My six-year-old brain told me no. This was my body. This felt like me.

What was I going to do, then? If this constant background chatter, the spoken asides, was the way things were? I did not know. I only saw that I took one form, and the hearing kids took another, and they did not know how to sign like I did. As they ran and yelled to one another, they seemed to take their own hearingness for granted, just as I did the New Mexico sun and pink-rimmed mountains during my youth. Like this arid southwestern climate, hearingness was one type of communicative environment, one way to inhabit a body in the world—even when other ecosystems also existed, filled with their own kinds of meaning. I could not have expressed these ideas yet, but I stood on the grass and felt them churn within me.

If only the hearing kids could learn to see in the ways I did. And if only there were another solution to my playground conundrum, besides dragging a fully grown woman, someone nearly the same age as my own mother, along to recess to help us all play.

My stomach clenched as I watched the puppet arms waving in the distance, my interpreter still beside the other children. And then, nearly in unison, they did an about-face and swarmed in the other direction. The bell had rung.

As I ran back to join them, I’d already decided I no longer wanted my interpreter with me during recess. Somehow, I already felt capable of seizing words for myself. Surely I’d figure out how to do this at my new school.

* * *

THERE’S AN ADAGE THAT YOU CAN TELL A DEAF PERSON BY THEIR eyes. By the steady gaze I have discovered in so many of my friends, a gaze that soaks in the motions and hues of the world, that wraps them deep into a visual embrace. According to one thread of wisdom, it’s possible to pick out the sole other deaf person in the room simply by walking in and looking around. I can believe this, at least to a certain point, because I have done it.

Others have done it to me, too. They pause in the middle of the bustling museum or airport, then they raise their hands and sign: You deaf?

Oh, yes! I sign back. You too? Instant smiles and recognition, even in this world filled with the noisy chatter of strangers.

And now, when I look back at the 1990s family photos from my mother’s Canon film camera, I see them there, too. Deaf eyes. It almost feels as if I can gaze back through time, simply by paying attention to those eyes and to the assorted things I am looking at.

My old family photographs feature me looking into my parents’ faces, at other kids at my deaf preschool, at the soaring Creamland Cow during the annual hot-air balloon fiesta. Gazing at someone’s hand, the palm closed and the thumb tucked upright beside it, already felt as natural to me as reading the printed letter A. I did not know any early form of communication that did not involve seeing. I am signing in several photos, pointing or saying I love you, or watching my mother sign Daddy to me, her fingers outstretched and her hand against her forehead.

But more often, I am simply staring straight into the camera’s glassy eye. Calm and curious, in contrast to my younger sister’s more colorful charm, I am usually appraising what is right in front of me. Light and sight and touch are the things I know best and most take for granted—even though I now realize that the same was not true for my hearing family. Nevertheless, from my earliest days, they started forging their own bridges into what I knew.

In 1990, when I was born, my parents knew almost no sign language. They’d met my deaf cousin, the daughter of my mother’s oldest sister, only a few times. How much sign did they learn from their visits with her? Not much, my mother has told me, maybe a few letters of the alphabet and I love you and Thank you.

But once they had a deaf kid of their own, they decided that they needed to know ASL—or at least Signing Exact English (SEE), a manual communication system that mingles ASL-derived signs with unique English-based signs and grammatical markers. My mother wrote these English words on white index cards and taped them to everything in the house: mirror, table, picture frame. She wanted to give me all the forms of language she could. Within months of learning that I was deaf, she and my father signed constantly to me, incorporating vocabulary from the weekly classes they took at the local university, at church and my preschool, over lunch at work with a deaf coworker. They learned how to look at me and to tap to get my attention, and then they asked me what I thought, what I remembered, what I imagined happening in the future. Even my favorite Sesame Street characters Bert and Ernie got sign names: the letters B and E, anchored right in the middle of the chest. I started fingerspelling early, asking my mom about what we’d seen on the B-U-S, why we’d gone to the M-A-L-L.

As they were learning to sign, my parents also decided to send me to the New Mexico School for the Deaf (NMSD) preschool in Albuquerque, to form my earliest words among other deaf people. The original redbrick preschool building was twenty-five minutes from the house they had bought on a small cul-de-sac, once they’d decided to move into town from the mountain home they’d built themselves. Living in town meant we were closer: to my preschool, to the audiologist, to early intervention and speech therapy and the assorted services common to the life of a young deaf child. My formal education began right before I turned two, when an Easterseals transportation van (and, later, a bus from the local public school system) started rolling by each morning to take me to school.

In those days—when education philosophies commonly prioritized sign-supported speech rather than full ASL—all our teachers were hearing, except one. All of them signed, and most also spoke their words aloud. Total Communication, this method was called, an approach that arose from hearing educators’ attempts to find a “middle ground” between oralism and manualism, though research-based approaches have since espoused more multilingual and multicultural pedagogies. The photos from my preschool years feature me sitting alongside my deaf classmates, our brown, blocky frequency modulation (FM) systems strapped to our torsos, the tubes winding into our ears, as if we were aspiring astronauts headed straight for the moon. I have vague memories of these classmates, warm recollections of waving hands and signed phrases, of pulling on our huge FM systems to listen to the teacher’s speaking voice, amplified through her microphone and transmitted to our hearing aids. We all communicated in sign, but auditory input was never far away. Our school still wanted us to make use of the variable listening skills we did have.

I never minded my hearing aids, despite the ever-present melody of feedback that leaked from my loose earmolds whenever I swung too high on the swing set, or dangled upside down from the monkey bars: EEEEEEE! EEEEEEEEEEEEE! I liked going to the school audiologist to get new earmolds every few months, savoring the pleasure of the cold silicone material oozing into my ears, then playing with the cheerful wax elephants the audiologist made for me afterward, using the leftover material from her syringe. I usually went with unassuming clear earmolds, but some of the other kids got theirs in fashionable pink or blue.

Our hearing aids and boxy FM systems may have been unique garb, at least compared with the bare ears and chests of the hearing children who ostensibly attended their own hearing preschools and day care centers—but I never thought about these hearing children. I gazed at illustrated ASL diagrams, made friends with boys on the playground. My mom always got deaf or signing babysitters. Even my hearing sister enrolled in a siblings’ program at the deaf preschool. She did not need to go to the audiologist or to occupational therapy, but she, too, formed her first words among deaf people: her small fingers became dexterous at fingerspelling, and she joined the rest of us in the giant airy OT room, where we jumped down into colorful foam pits and bounced on balls and swung from the ceiling.

None of these things felt like interventions then, not even speech therapy, since most of my preschool peers participated. Instead, these activities felt more like games we all played, the regular everyday amusements of any other kid.

* * *

THE YEAR I ENTERED FIRST GRADE, I FOUND MYSELF IN A HEARING classroom all day long. The previous year, I’d done double duty in kindergarten: I went to the signing program at the deaf preschool in the morning, then walked up the sidewalk to an adjacent hearing school for the afternoon. I do not remember much about that year, except that I colored with crayons and watched the hearing kids as if I were the privileged visitor and they the captive animals in the zoo. I did not mind spending time with these hearing children, but I knew my real friends were at the deaf preschool.

Kindergarten was the first time I worked with an ASL interpreter. I can still conjure this interpreter’s face in my mind’s eye, broad and smiling, hair short and blond like mine. She’d been one of my early-intervention specialists who’d seen me fingerspell B-U-S and M-A-L-L, and then she’d taught me during preschool. She took me to ride my first horse when I was two, another classic shot in the family photo album, my interpreter holding the bridle of her bay Thoroughbred as I sit astride, my dad standing beside the saddle in obvious nervousness. “It’s her fault,” he’d later tease me, once I, too, had been bitten by the horse bug, once this interpreter and I had become lifelong horsey friends, but this was a good decade down the road. During kindergarten, I still saw her as a trusted teacher. She felt like much more of a teacher to me than my actual hearing teacher, whom I cannot recall at all.

As I sat watching my interpreter during those kindergarten afternoons, I must have been vaguely aware that my parents were deliberating what to do about my education. Elementary school would start in a few months. They’d already decided not to send me to NMSD in Santa Fe, an hour’s drive north. They wanted me to stay at home, a central part of our family, instead of living in the residential dorms. There were no other deaf-school options close by. The deaf programs in the local public school system would have required busing to other districts across town. Soon, it was decided: in first grade, I would start at my neighborhood’s public elementary school, known for its excellent teachers and principal. I’d have a new interpreter all day long, and I’d get to attend the same school as my sister and the other children up the street.

For the rest of my childhood, driving past NMSD on the way in and out of Santa Fe would be a lingering reminder of an alternative world, one that I did not entirely know. The campus was beautiful, dotted with adobe buildings, just down Cerillos Road from the historic Plaza and its flag-lined Palace of the Governors. I would gaze out the window of the car, remembering those hazy days at the preschool where everyone had known how to sign. The day I started first grade, I’d known that public school would feel different.

One older ASL sign for public is the same as the sign for hearing. The index finger held horizontally in front of the mouth, tracing a circle, like spoken words emerging into the air. The implication is clear: public spaces are hearing spaces, filled with hearing people and their expectations. At my new public school, in addition to my interpreter, I now had an individualized education program (IEP), an itinerant teacher of the deaf who supported my classroom teachers, and an in-school speech therapist who tugged me away from class each week on top of my private speech therapy sessions. My mother had quit her job. She volunteered at school, helped teach my classmates some sign language, chaperoned field trips, and came with my dad to my IEP meetings, which always seemed very official and important from my vantage point in the corner reading my book.

I was the only deaf student at my school. I knew I needed to watch my interpreter, be attentive to whatever my teacher wrote on the blackboard, and do the best I could to talk with the other hearing children. After my mom dropped me off that first day in August 1996, I lined up outside my turquoise classroom door with my heart pounding, my Lisa Frank notebooks tucked into my new backpack, wondering if sign language was more unusual than I’d thought.

My deaf-school days were now over. I had entered the mainstream.

“Mainstreaming” means placing a student with particular educational needs into a class or school in the general education system. This approach was historically entwined with the 1975 Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, and was later reinforced by the ADA, which reiterated every child’s right to an inclusive education. To the greatest extent possible, these laws stipulate, children with disabilities should be
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