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  This book is for FD, MG, LC, AM, LM, JR, AB, AR, JS, AG, RJ, BW, KA, MI, MV, IC, DW, SL, JV, NK, and all my other beloved students.
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	Whether you live more in the hearing world, more in the Deaf world, or teeter in-between, I see your beautiful souls, your challenges, and triumphs. And I love and thank you for being my teachers.
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Foreword

	In recent decades, increased attention is finally being paid to diversity issues in US education. Hitherto submerged issues of class, race, and gender are now beginning to be recognized and new ideas given serious consideration. ‘Minority’ teachers are also creating valuable works describing their experiences in systems that were not geared to an appreciation of their talents and perspectives, nor the latent abilities of their pupils. However, issues pertaining to disability and Deaf education continue to lag behind. 

	In this brave, important, and most timely book, Rachel Zemach has addressed both the wider historical situation in US Deaf education and provided a superb account of what it is like to be a Deaf teacher striving for her pupils in a ‘mainstream’ system that does not understand their identities and needs. We are taken inside her classrooms to gain a truly vibrant sense of her Deaf students’ lives and characters, comprehend the huge gaps in their existing education, and witness some of the strategies she uses to address these. We are also taken inside the staff rooms and school hierarchies to appreciate the battles she fights for those identities and needs to be recognized. 

	Her writing style is personal in the very best sense – she writes with disarming simplicity, humility, honesty, and self-reflection about the appalling discriminatory situations both she and her students encounter, and the positive ways they try to overcome them. She also uses humor to bring each student’s character to life in such a manner that the reader is filled with a breathless desire to keep reading to find out just what will transpire next.

	I use the expression ‘disarming simplicity’ because Deaf education is a far more complex subject than the average lay person would imagine. It would appear to be simple common sense for Deaf children and their parents to (i) have access to sign languages from birth, (ii) for those children to be educated in the company of significant numbers of their peers, and (iii) to be taught by both Deaf and hearing teachers to become healthy, achieving members of both Deaf communities and the wider society.

	This is, however, exactly what has not transpired. 140 years ago, sign languages and Deaf teachers were controversially removed from the world’s education systems. Since then, Deaf communities and open-minded hearing allies in the US – and around the world – have painstakingly struggled to bring all of this to public attention, to gain support for changes to be made, so that all Deaf students and their parents can experience both a securely grounded happiness and steadily-growing experiential and academic knowledge.

	I recently published the world’s first full-length study of the work of Deaf teachers. This simple fact alone gives an indication that something has been seriously wrong for a very long time, and illustrates just how long Deaf communities have been crying out for hearing allies to help draw societies’ attention to these situations. 

	Rachel’s book is the second such account that I know of – and that fact alone speaks to its value. Moreover, although she seeks to reach open-minded hearing people, her work is also of great value to Deaf and ‘Deaf-adjacent’ readers. This is because between 80-90% of the world’s Deaf children have in the last few decades been in effect removed from Deaf schools and submerged, often alone, in ‘mainstream’ schools. In the process, many much-cherished Deaf schools (and in the US these date back to 1817) have been forced to close. Thus Deaf communities and professionals have had little or no idea of just what is taking place behind what are in effect walls of silence. So Rachel’s account from the front line is vital information for these readers also.

	As well as being amused and touched by the students’ insights and resilience, and dismayed at the setbacks they and she encounter, readers will also learn that one major characteristic of these mainstreaming systems and ideologies that is missing is any real sense of accountability for their policies and actions. 

	The bedrock of the United States’ constitution is that accountability and responsibility is the birthright for all its citizens. It is long past the time when this should be applied to the policy of mainstreaming Deaf children. So I hope that you will not only enjoy Rachel’s most moving text, but also feel inspired to become involved, in order to help those children and their parents achieve that birthright.

	Dr. Paddy Ladd

	April 2023

	
Prologue

	There’s a deaf community center in San Leandro, California, that holds all kinds of events that are wonderful in their robust, Deaf point of view. I’ve been in and out of the community since age fourteen, and when I go there, I run into people I know from many different times in my life. Seeing them, a plethora of memories are triggered; some vivid, and others vague but beautiful, like colored glass in a river.

	Yet for years, there was also something painful about attending the events. Entering the building, I’d encounter someone manning a table with a sign-in sheet. It asked for my name and email address—and also how I self-identified. I had to pick one: was I Deaf, deaf, hard of hearing, or hearing? This question made me extremely uncomfortable. If I wrote down Deaf, with a capital D, I’d feel like a fraud, but if I put down lowercase deaf, or hard of hearing, I feared being ostracized. For many years, my not very mature solution was to linger in the bathroom long enough to avoid the question altogether. After a while, the sign-in sheet would be removed, or left unguarded, and I’d slip into the event.

	I became Deaf suddenly, at age ten, after I’d already acquired speech. I learned American Sign Language (ASL) at age fourteen, but—lipreading, using a hearing aid and marrying a hearing man who doesn’t sign—I remained culturally “hearing” for many years. This changed slowly but dramatically when I became a teacher. From 2003-2013 I taught a Deaf class in a public elementary school in California. I left that job to teach at the stunningly different setting of a large, Deaf school.

	This book is about the fantastic, flummoxing, and shocking years at both jobs. It’s about my personal transition from deaf to Deaf, culturally, but it’s also about the right of Deaf children to self-determination, and how the two schools approached this issue from radically different directions. My sense of Deaf pride emerged—ironically—in the first place I taught; the hearing school. Should I thank them for it? Absolutely. Did they intend it—or like the outcome? Not at all!

	As for the Deaf community center in San Leandro? By 2013, my relationship to that sign-in sheet had changed. I no longer hid in the bathroom, for by then my teaching career had educated me significantly. I’d learned, through my students, what diminished, thrilled and enriched them, and that, combined with my own experiences, brought about a profound internal shift. I call myself Deaf now, proudly, and it’s a relief and a pleasure to do so.

	This book may create an internal shift in you too. Increasingly, hearing people are exposed to sign language and Deaf people on TV, social media, and movies like the Oscar-winning CODA. But there is a strange disconnect between what they see and what we experience as our most urgent issues. My book aims to remedy this. At the very least, readers will learn things hearing people are rarely exposed to.

	American Sign Language (ASL) is a comprehensive, complex, and consummate language, with little in common with English. Elegant, playful, and nuanced, it’s regarded by the Deaf community as its quintessence, its jewel, and I came to see why. My students had an insatiable, concerted interest in learning new vocabulary through ASL (American Sign Language.) When I used a new sign, they’d suddenly narrow their eyes, reorienting their focus sharply from the topic at hand to the signing itself. I’d drop what I was teaching and do a little deep dive into the sign. Each day they lined up to go home with grins wider than the day before. It was as if I’d given them much-coveted presents, rather than just taught them basic vocabulary.

	Language is the ultimate gift.

	There were days I marveled at how lucky I was to have that job. Days when I had the sense of gem after gem being dropped in my lap. The year my most intellectually ravenous student, a seven-year-old boy named Lazlo Hidalgo, joined our class was an extraordinary one. Lazlo’s lust for language—and learning—was contagious, and levitated us all, somehow, as if he’d brought with him a magic carpet. He, and the stunning trajectory of his life later on, plays a big part in this book.

	In this book, I introduce you to my Deaf students. They bewildered me—like Antonio, when he pointed at his own mother and asked me, sincerely, “Who’s that?” They made me laugh, like Daniella and her remarkable statement after a fiery meeting in which the children in the room displayed considerably more maturity than the adults. They exasperated me, like Jabari and his dangerous, if novel, solution to taking his behavior chart home on a bad day. They surprised me, like Ryan when he passionately—and very convincingly—explained why the wall was Deaf. They surprised me, like Damien who was a streetwise seventeen-year-old when he asked me, distraught, why Christmas was broken. And they thrilled me, like Jasmine, whose reading comprehension soared to ninth grade level at age nine, despite her not having had any language at age five.

	Individually, these children grabbed my heart, and collectively—like in the group discussion where they flipped the phrase “hard of hearing” on its head to create a totally new moniker—they dazzled me. I invite you to be a fly on the wall in our classroom and see these moments—and many more—for yourself.

	You’ll also see how systemic audism occurred, and why.

	“Audism” is a word like racism or sexism. Audism is a discriminatory attitude towards Deafness, created by attitudes toward disability, fear of the unfamiliar, and simple ignorance. People are generally well-intentioned, but they don’t know how little they know and usually, their assumptions remain unexamined.

	There’s a good chance you, too, will be impacted by audism at some point in your lifetime. One out of every eight people in the US currently has some hearing loss, and the World Health Organization projects that on a global scale, by 2050 one out of every four—or 700 million people will.

	Despite—and in part because of—audism, Deaf culture is rich in its innovativeness, passion, folklore, and humor. The sign for “Audism” is a simple one; one hand is open, flat, while the other hand is closed, like a fist. The flat hand pushes hard down on the fist, as if pressing a lid onto a container, or suppressing something. Then there’s a sign for the opposite; the resisting or throwing off of audism. This is one of my favorite signs, done with the triumphant facial expression of someone purposefully taking back their power. It is a simple reversal of the first sign. The fist pushes back up, and the lid flies off.

	I capitalized the word Deaf throughout this book. I’m not following the common Deaf norm of using uppercase D to refer to those who are culturally Deaf, and lowercase d for those who aren’t. Rather, I use Deaf to describe everyone who does not have “normal” hearing. I know this will perplex some people, and offend others. But I view the capital D as positive, connoting competence and pride, and I wanted to include everyone under that single, empowering umbrella.

	I’ve re-constructed dialogue in this book from memory. Some of the scenes—and one peripheral character—are composites, in an effort to simplify things where I could. I changed all names, including the name of the school, to protect people’s privacy. You can safely assume any conversation occurring between Deaf people is in ASL. I’ve translated those to their equivalent English here. It’s not always possible to do the ASL justice, but I’ve done my best.

	Regarding the school I taught at for the first ten years of my career; I call it, at different times, a public school, a hearing school, and a mainstream school. It was all of the above.

	Incredibly, eighty-five percent of Deaf children in the US attend such schools.

	After everything I’d seen, I felt it was time people were given more than a superficial glimpse into the Deaf world, and the issues faced by Deaf children. In addition to opening your eyes, and planting a Deaf heart in you, I won’t have done my job if I didn’t also make you laugh.

	
Part One

	
1

	The Language Bubble

	“Language is food for the brain.”

	Dr. Wyatte C. Hall

	 I was heading inside to get work done before school started, when seven-year-old Lazlo Hidalgo spotted me. He waved frantically from across the large concrete schoolyard, and then ran in a thundering beeline to where I stood. Arms flailing, shirt flapping and backpack straps flipping, he looked like a demented bird-boy. I was slightly alarmed, but that early in the morning I tend to be both groggy and optimistic. Besides, it was my second year of teaching, and by then it was clear that things at this job were rarely what they seemed.

	“Rachel! Rachel!” Lazlo made a chaotic rendition of my name-sign as he ran and stopped just short of crashing into me. I scanned his affable face and soft brown eyes, trying to gauge the crisis level there. His eyes shimmered with urgency, but they weren’t unhappy. Perhaps he had some huge, good news to tell me.

	“Good morning! What’s up?” I asked. The realization pinged in me that I hadn’t yet taught my class the sign for what’s up? It’s a perky sign with a vibe all of its own. One flicks their hands sharply up from their chest, while the head jerks backwards with a questioning expression. Even the kindergartners would relish it. I decided to throw it into the mix at circle that morning.

	When it came to my students and language, nothing was wasted on them. They devoured new signs as if they were desert island refugees and the signs were water.

	“Rachel! How do you say this? How do you say it in ASL?” ASL is short for American Sign Language. Signing with one hand, as if to keep me grounded there, my student rummaged in his pocket with the other, finally producing a heavily creased Walgreens advertisement.

	“What’s the sign for it? You’ll show me, and then, how do you say it in English?” he pushed the paper close to my face, a tinge of wildness in his eyes now. “Then, I want to know the Spanish for it. You’ll tell me, okay Rachel? Okay?” His words; signs accompanied by bits and pieces of halting speech, tumbled out of him like dogs cooped up too long in a van. I’d hoped to teach him a more worldly word, but Lazlo’s finger was hovering over a tiny image of Pikachu. I guessed he wanted to alert his parents to his younger brother’s interest in Pikachu for a Christmas gift. My seven-year-old daughter was a Pikachu fan too; the plush yellow toy sat on her bed now, benevolent-looking amongst the chaos of her small bedroom.

	“That’s a toy, it’s a Pokémon toy named Pikachu,” I signed to him, fingerspelling. “I don’t know if there’s a sign in ASL for that. Sorry. You can make up a sign, or spell it.” There wasn’t anyone at my job whom I could ask if there was a bonafide sign for Pikachu; this California public school had just two classes for Deaf students, and I was the only teacher there who was Deaf. The empowering, elucidating gifts of American Sign Language and Deaf culture were as elusive there as grains of gold in sand.

	“Okay, so, what about English? How do I say it?”

	“Pi-ka-chu,” I said out loud, tapping one finger for each syllable I spoke.

	“Okay, Pi-ca-chu” Lazlo said. He had hearing aids on that day. “Now what about Spanish? Huh? Spanish, Rachel!”

	His questions showed me a lot had changed in a short time. His mother had been quietly distraught at an individualized educational planning meeting (IEP) for him a few days earlier. Lazlo knew a little Spanish before coming to my class, but now he was expressing himself more in ASL, and occasionally, spoken English. She was upset that he’d dropped the Spanish. I suspected he was confused. His mother used Spanish, his father mostly English, his previous teachers and the speech therapist here used SEE signs, while I was communicating in ASL. But I respected the mother’s feelings, and promised her I’d make it a priority to talk to him about all the languages in his life and distinguish between them.

	The next day, I sat down with Lazlo and showed him the first column in a chart I’d made on a large piece of paper.

	“Your mother speaks this language. Spanish. It’s a beautiful language! Niño,” I’d made a quick drawing of a boy.

	“Escuela, hermano, familia, importante, animale. They’re words in Spanish. This next column is English. School, brother, family, important, animal. And this column’s ASL. I’d left the ASL column blank, and I pointed to where the words would be and signed them.

	“I couldn’t write them, because they’re visual.” Lazlo took it all in avidly. “Someday, Lazlo. Later, you’ll be trilingual!” I was using my voice as well as signing, and the sound of the word trilingual trilled, shimmering, in the air, while the sign, “3-languages,” swiftly explained its meaning. “You’ll know English, ASL, and Spanish!” When he started at my class a few months earlier, he’d known only a few words, and signs, in each language, so this was a leap, but at the dizzying speed this boy was learning, I had no doubt it was possible.

	“Okay. So are there any more languages?” he asked, cautiously, as if he didn’t want to press his luck.

	“Yes, there are so many more! There are many different spoken languages, and many different sign languages! Each country has their own, all over the world!” I made the sign for a long list; a scroll that rolled off one hand and down to the floor. Lazlo’s eyes widened, becoming so huge that I laughed.

	“I’ll teach you ASL and English, I promise. For Spanish, your mom can teach you! I only know a little, sorry, but my husband speaks Spanish and I’ll try to learn more.” I couldn’t take for granted what would happen in his home. About ninety percent of the parents of Deaf children are hearing and most don’t learn to sign beyond just survival-level, home-made signs. This means their ability to communicate with their child is limited to things like “eat, hurry, sleep, no.” Meanwhile, they’d talk to their other (hearing) children about religion, their plans for the day, how their grandparent had started a business, and so on. (Meek, 2020; Hall et al., 2018)

	But it’s not the parent’s fault that they don’t learn to sign—it’s the way they are guided by medical professionals, who do not see the linguistic or cultural aspects. My student’s parents were wonderful people. I liked and respected them; they were competent, dedicated, and loving parents. Some floored me with moments of heroism, energy, and courage in a school system that was not always accessible, transparent, or respectful of them.

	At times I ruefully felt they were better parents than I. With my own two children, I struggled to keep on top of the many forms to sign and the homework and tasks that frothed out of their backpacks in a continuous stream of need. I’d seen some teachers criticize parents, but the fallible parent in me saw all they did do. When they came to take their children to the dentist, I’d wonder with a start how overdue my own kids were for their check-ups. When they brought beautiful, homemade cupcakes for their child’s birthday I’d remember my evening sprint to the supermarket to get garish, neon-colored ones for my daughter’s classes, and feel ashamed. No, I did not look down on these parents, ever.

	But whether due to the advice they got—or simply by virtue of the daily, survival-oriented grind of young families—attaining a thorough mode of effective communication had fallen by the wayside. Children’s good nature and keen intuition, too, can make it seem to parents that their communication style, of speaking or of gesturing or home-made signs, is okay. Such communication seems to work when the child is young, and it soon becomes a habit.

	It’s not easy for a family to learn to sign, much less when their doctors, audiologist, and school administration are not encouraging them—nor offering them the means—to do so.

	However, it’s vital.

	•          •          •

	Now, Lazlo was percolating in front of me.

	“And Spanish, Rachel?”

	“I’ll ask my husband about it later today. I’ll write a note.” At this, he roared.

	“Argh! What’s that mean, a NO? A NO-TE. A note!” Lazlo said ravenously.

	“It means I’ll get a paper and write the word down. When I get home, I’ll see the note and remember to ask my husband. Okay? I’ll write a note.” He stared as if I’d told him I knew where treasure was hidden. I turned to look at the clock on the school building behind us. I had a lot to do in my room before school started.

	“That’s a clock,” I said, following Lazlo’s eyes, signing and voicing it. “A clock!” he exclaimed, his tongue forming the word slowly with obvious relish. I said it again. My God, what a satisfying word it was! The sign was no less rewarding.

	In ASL, a sign, its timbre, and one’s facial expression, all carry a rich array of information. The meaning of the word, or idea, springs to life in the air. In his book, Seeing Voices, Oliver Sacks says “Speech has only one dimension—its dimension in time; writing has two dimensions, models have three; but only signed languages have at their disposal four dimensions… The cracking of this enormously complex, four-dimensional structure may need the most formidable hardware, as well as insight approaching genius. And yet it can also be cracked, effortlessly, by a three-year-old signer.” Many signs are evocative and self-explanatory, like the sign for “traumatize,” which involves dragging a fingernail on one’s forehead, as if to make an actual scar. Or the beautiful idiom for “I have something profound /personal/important I’m going to share with you,” where the hand starts at one’s chest area and then goes out towards the other person, offering them one’s guts in a handful.

	I repeated the sign for clock, and Lazlo copied me, a dreamy look on his face.

	“I’m checking the time because I need to go inside.”

	“You’ll CHECK?” he asked, excitedly. I began to gather my bags.

	“But Rachel, wait! What is check? And how do you say them; clock, and check, in Spanish? If you don’t know, you’ll write a note for your husband. Okay? You’ll write a note?”

	“Yes, I WILL. I promise. But I have to go inside now. Go on, boy! Move!” I made a mock-exasperated face and shook my head at him, gesticulating like an angry Italian. At this, Lazlo knew he couldn’t squeeze any more vocabulary out of me. At least not until eight minutes later, when class had begun.

	People watching us might have thought he was getting scolded. They might have been surprised to see me suddenly frowning ferociously and shaking my head at him, my hands on my hips. They’d be even more surprised to see the wide grins on both our faces as we two strode off in opposite directions.

	It was one of many, many moments on that job when the work was such a luminous pleasure that it felt strange to be getting paid for it. When one finds their vocation, when one finds a job that feels like such a privilege and honor that they wake up eagerly, despite not being a morning person, well then. They may be among the tired-est, but they’re also the very luckiest person alive.

	•          •          •

	My students were Deaf but the rest of the students and all the staff at this school were hearing. This created many challenges. For example, yard duty. We teachers took turns supervising the kids outside at recess, which meant watching anywhere from five to fifteen Deaf, and a couple hundred hearing, kids play and roam the playground. At first, this presented a repeating dilemma. The hearing students would run up to me, in groups, their faces sweaty and urgent. They’d all talk at once, their pretty eyes flashing as they energetically and overlappingly pleaded their case in an argument they’d gotten into. To me, their mouths jabbered with all the coherence of a group of yapping cocker spaniels. I wanted to conserve my energy for teaching, and the energy required to lipread these kids was phenomenal.

	“He seddacally ma notevee ackora,” one child would say earnestly. This would be met by hot protest from his companions.

	“No! That’s nottoo! I metta balla triable a new! A pollylas ee rummad o!”

	“Thas notoo! Accka maybe anoellea! And he neber tolee!” another kid would add, bouncing on tip-toes as he spoke. They’d go on and on. But eventually I came up with a trick. Sometimes all one needs is a good technique to make things that seem jammed and insurmountable glide open like the pearly gates.

	“Okay!” I’d say commandingly as soon as they approached me.

	“I can see you guys have a big problem. With each other, right? A real problem.” The children would nod seriously, holding their breath. “And you’re not happy. Okay.” But the kids already looked happier. I clearly understood the gravity of their problem.

	“So, here’s what I want you to do. Go sit over there, see that orange bench right over there? Then, each of you take turns talking. When you’ve all solved the problem, fairly, you need to come back and let me know. Then, and only after that, you can play again, okay?” It was a bit tyrannical of me, but the results were astounding. Without exception the kids would tug my sleeves after only a few minutes had passed, sometimes mere seconds. Hand-in-hand, arms around each-other’s shoulders, their eyes would shine as they excitedly declared they’d all solved the problem.

	“You solved it? Hey, that’s terrific!” I’d say looking at each child to see if it was mutual.

	“Now you can go play again!” And off they’d go, trying awkwardly to maintain their hugs and looking back over their shoulders as they ran.

	I didn’t have to understand a word they said!

	There were times my job was funny, times it was bewildering, and times it was brutal. But my second year of teaching was one of unusual enchantment, largely due to Lazlo. That year, I’d realize sporadically, with a jolt and tinge of guilt, that I also had other students to teach. But far from seeming jealous of him, or neglected, it was like the rest of the class was transported along with us, in a sort of rapturous bubble. Lazlo’s love of learning simply uplifted us. Unperturbed by hardship, the boy’s keen brown eyes reflected a world we all fell in love with, and it was a floaty, magical year.

	You can imagine how stunned I was, then, to find out, a few weeks after the Pikachu incident, that Lazlo had done something that infuriated the principal. Mrs. Haylord—tall, with large eyes and a usually unflappable solidity about her—appeared suddenly in my classroom one day during recess, speaking with an odd, simmering turbulence, like a lit firecracker. Alarmingly, her words were as indecipherable to me as those of the children on the playground, while the stakes were considerably higher. I tried to absorb the shock of her presence, but realized I had to think fast. As she spoke, she avoided eye contact, as if it would spark an explosion.
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	The Principal and the Hamburger

	“What matters deafness of the ear, when the mind hears?
The one true deafness is that of the mind.”

	Hugo Victor

	My parents had made children’s books for a living, and one morning I read one to my class. I signed it animatedly, trying to adapt the ASL to fit the multiple levels and ages of the ten students in front of me. The children’s pleasure in the story was for me a rare and precious melding of my childhood, where our lives revolved around the current book my parents were working on, and my present life as a teacher. It was a bit exhausting; the energy it took to bring my father’s whimsical writing to life in ASL was considerable—a veritable orchestra of signs, expressions, and acting. At that time in my career, I used my voice while I signed, too. Doing both at the same time is called Sim Com (simultaneous communication), and it’s highly controversial—for good reason—and I later changed my stance on it.

	The beauty of reading beautiful children’s books to my students was tremendous, and reading my parents’ books even more so. As I showed my students my mother’s rambunctious illustrations, I saw little chunks of my childhood re-imagined through the eyes of the children and reflected in their faces. I closed the book that morning feeling as if I’d been through a car wash; pummeled, buffered, and exhilarated.

	My classroom aides had painstakingly made photocopied booklets for each child to rewrite the story in, and after finishing the story, I showed these to the class.

	“Can’t we please do them NOW?” Vanessa Dae asked. She was a small girl with a large heart bursting with things to say and do.

	“Be patient,” Lazlo signed to her. “Rachel said we’ll start writing after recess. If we’ve finished our math. So, don’t chat too much during the math lesson, okay? Hold it inside yourself and then you can tell me everything later on the bus after school.” Lazlo wasn’t much older than her, but Vanessa Dae leaned her head to one side and nodded somberly, as if he was a much-respected uncle.

	•          •          •

	Still kvelling over the beautiful morning, during recess I was writing on the white board when I had an odd sensation of molecules shifting. It was then that I turned and made the disconcerting discovery that the principal was standing right behind me, speaking rapidly in what appeared to be a carefully controlled rage. I didn’t know how long she’d been there, but got the sense it had been a while.

	“Mrs. Haylord,” I said, after adjusting to the shock. “I can see something happened. Something bad. But I can’t understand you. Can you please repeat, or write it down?” But she continued as if I’d said nothing.

	After a while, I tried again, saying “Oh my,” sympathetically, but I kept it minimal because in the next moment I’d have to let on that I didn’t know what she’d said.

	It could be a delicate balance. Sometimes hearing people are so deeply engrossed in what they’re saying that it doesn’t register when one tells them they can’t understand. Occasionally I’d make the decision to pretend. It’s fairly easy to figure out what kind of response people need. A grunt here, a nod or little laugh. It was a survival technique. I had to be careful though, since they might catch me if I took it too far—especially if they asked a question.

	I searched the principal’s mouth in vain for predictable words like staff meeting, test, assembly, interpreter. However, she had excellent teeth.

	“He Imanage caoulaba iheerit ano,” she seemed to be saying. A small plume of panic rose in my chest. Lip-reading is extremely difficult; it’s an elusive art, like trying to catch balls thrown in the dark. Only thirty percent of speech is lip-readable, for most sounds are made in the back of the mouth and throat, where they’re not visible. The rest is guess-work. And many variables; lighting, background noise and lack of context, make it even harder.

	“Mrs. Haylord,” I said with the caution of one trying to extricate a ticking bomb. “Can we sit down?” But this didn’t work either. I searched her face desperately for clues, and eventually, to my astonishment, the word hamburger emerged from her lips.

	“Hamburger?” I was relieved but confused. Was she asking me to buy her lunch? No sooner had I caught the word then I was in for surprise number two, for Lazlo’s name was appearing in her diatribe now.

	“Lazlo diddifollah foo mahisuckie, anee soo iz hamburger admee” My mind raced. What did the oo on her lips mean? Could it be hoop? Or shoe? Lazlo had stepped on a hamburger? This worried the germaphobe in me. Or two? He took two hamburgers? Shrew? I imagined a rodent in a tutu commanding a hula hoop. But I was beginning to panic. I loved teaching, and my imagination was not doing me any favors. Finally, from the mayhem of my mind, an inkling of meaning emerged. Albeit a bizarre one.

	“Wait,” I said. “You’re saying Lazlo threw his hamburger at you?” She continued and I caught the word “consequences.” This I could work with. I nodded, saying “Oh, definitely, definitely” and wondering what I was agreeing to.

	I was bewildered by Mrs. Haylord’s news; she couldn’t have surprised me more if she told me a giraffe was in my kitchen, sharpening knives. I’d never once seen Lazlo misbehave. Carefully, I asked her if she could explain what was going on at the time of the incident. As I said it, I realized she had just finished explaining, at great length.

	“Lazlo is usually very cooperative. Maybe he didn’t understand you? These days he’s not wearing his hearing aids.” I didn’t tell her his family was currently living in a shelter and he was lucky if he got a chance to shower, let alone afford hearing aid batteries. The hamburger was an important commodity to Lazlo; he was careful with food and hamburgers were considered one of the better items the cafeteria gave out. I assured the Principal I’d contact his family and walked her to the door, clucking vague promises about getting to the heart of the matter and doing the appropriate thing. Hoping I’d be able to get the full picture of what happened somehow, elsewhere, I thanked her for coming and letting me know the situation, realizing as I said it that I was shooting myself in the foot, for now she’d think I could understand her.

	Still, what else could I do?

	•          •          •

	Sitting out in my backyard after work, with a huge cup of coffee, I tried to understand it all. Regardless of what had caused the incident, I knew it would be essential that I handled it correctly in the eyes of this institution. This didn’t always come easily to me, with my quirky upbringing, and different point of view on many of the issues regarding my students.

	After talking to the aides and to Lazlo, I’d pieced together a scenario of what happened. The principal had yelled at Lazlo from across the playground that he was not to go under the bleachers, but either he hadn’t understood her, hadn’t seen her, or hadn’t cared, for under the bleachers he went. Mrs. Haylord followed him. No one could accuse her of being a “principal without a presence on campus.” Truly, she was dedicated. She crawled in after him, her body blocking any chance he had for exit. This is where my imagination has to take the reins, for the aides just reported she stayed there for a while and emerged with what looked like blood on her pants.

	I imagine he felt cornered there in the tight space, as her mouth moved in a continuous, silent reprimand. Even if Lazlo had been wearing his hearing-aids they would have been no match for Mrs. Haylord’s complex lip choreography, streaming at him rapidly in a language he had only just begun to learn. And Mrs. Haylord didn’t know any signs.

	I imagine Lazlo felt a mounting pressure. At some point he lost control—and his lunch—which he lobbed at the principal. The two of them might have stared at each-other, first shocked and then fierce. Finally, they’d come to an understanding. Lazlo was a bad boy, I was an overly permissive teacher, and she was a long-suffering administrator with a ridiculously hard job and insufficient support from the PTA. Crawling out from underneath the bleachers, Mrs. Haylord straightened up, wiped ketchup off her brown pantsuit with her hand, since he had not thrown his napkin, and headed straight for my classroom.

	•          •          •

	Mrs. Haylord was a hard-working principal and a good person. It was only in the area of Deafness that she was somewhat oblivious. I’m sure it made things confusing that some of us could lip read and understand some things, sometimes. But signing works all the time. If she’d used basic signs, or even gestured, things might have been very different.

	“I was stuck,” Lazlo said when I talked to him about the incident. He stared over my shoulder at the writing lesson he was missing. I admonished him about not following the rules, and emphasized that when faced with communication breakdowns, throwing food at authority figures was not a good solution.

	“But she kept talking and talking. I didn’t understand her, but she just wouldn’t stop!” he said, a quick flare of anger in his eyes. I recommended he remind people he was Deaf.

	“But she knows that! I’m in the Deaf class, after all!”

	“Yes, you’re right. But people forget. Listen, Lazlo. You knew that you shouldn’t go under the bleachers, right? So why were you there?”

	“Santiago and Antonella were bothering me. They kept trying to make me play with them. I had to hurry and eat before recess was over!” What could I say? He made excellent points. Plus, there was another issue that concerned me.

	How much of the hamburger had Lazlo manage to eat before he threw it?
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	Tumbling into Wonderland

	“If I had one wish, I’d wish for three more.”

	My father, Harve Fischtrom

	Almost all of my students were born deaf or lost their hearing when they were very little, before learning language. I, on the other hand, was born hearing—in 1962 in Boston, Massachusetts—and I talked, a lot. I think my parents joked that they wished I’d come with an off button.

	My mother and father were polar opposites in many ways, although they were both rebels. My father had excelled in everything from violin to philosophy; he was a college professor by his early twenties, short and intense-looking with dark eyes and pitch-black hair. My mother, tall, rail-thin and beautiful with large, light-and-sorrow-filled blue eyes, was an artist who’d barely graduated high school. She liked to tell of seating people on top of each other as a theater usher and having failed every other job she tried, except for drawing. This, she did so well that Maurice Sendak once said she drew “like an intoxicated angel.”

	My parents met in Vienna where they were both on Fulbright scholarships. Bumping into each other at orientation, they began chatting, after which they took the money they were to live on, ditched the program, and began traveling in Europe together, my father teaching my mother history and my mother drawing as they went. Eventually they settled in Boston and had the first three of their four daughters. I was the third. To supplement the income my father earned as an adjunct professor, they began making children’s books; he writing and she illustrating them.

	It was a career my mother fell in love with, just as I later did with mine.

	In the culture my parents built between the two of them, the way couples do, they felt children were worthy of respect, and in their books, it showed. My father did not hold back, but chose robust, gratifying words he felt adults would enjoy too. My mother didn’t either—she drew and re-drew illustrations day and night, tacking them up on a large bulletin board, asking people’s opinions on them, and laughingly ignoring their answers.

	The only rules I remember, growing up, were no drawing on walls (except for the living room wall that my parents allotted for exactly that), no playing with sticks, and no conforming to the societal norm. When my sisters and I expressed dismay at seeing dead animals hanging outside a butcher shop, our father helped us organize a strike outside the store. When my mother was told to lighten the skin of a Black child in a poster she made for a “Live, Read” library campaign, she darkened it further and told the American Library Association she’d made some changes. They could take it or leave it, she declared to us vehemently at dinner time, her elegant face fiery.

	It was a politically fraught time; when I was one, John F. Kennedy was assassinated, and Martin Luther King gave his “I Have a Dream” speech. When he, too, was assassinated, in 1968, I’d just started kindergarten. I have a vague memory of being picked up suddenly from school, plopped in a stroller, and wheeled along in a somber, devastated procession of grief. My father was brilliant and kind, with a sardonic sense of humor and a thoughtful, economical way of speaking. He studied the History of Ideas at Brandeis and then Harvard, venerating Herbert Marcuse and working closely with Abraham Maslow when he wasn’t taking care of his three daughters, which he did a lot. My mother found she could make income from her books, and she did so prolifically, her wry sense of beauty and humor exploding across the pages.

	“When you don’t have money for toothpaste, it’s a great thing to be able to draw cake and champagne,” she wrote in her book Self Portrait. “Drawing isn’t hard. You just draw what you see. I start with the nose.”

	My childhood in Boston holds boisterous, happy memories of playing with a wooden dollhouse and a slide my father built, with music, chess, art and a lot of love in the background, although there was a dark underside brewing. My father was deeply affected by the times and the deaths of his heroes, and he struggled with the gloomy despair he felt about the direction the US was going in. When I was six, he abruptly left his meteoric career in academia. Nixon was about to be inaugurated, and my parents packed up their growing family and fled the country. They didn’t have any specific plan, except to make a living from children’s books and raise their children in a country that aligned better to their values.

	We started out in London—in a hotel ironically called The White House—where I promptly got a prolonged ear infection. After I recuperated, we began our travels by car, living for short stints in Austria and Germany, six months on a chicken ranch in Italy, and a year in Denmark.

	In Italy my sisters and I were given the option of going to school; we attended for less than a week. My parents hired a tutor whose boyfriend came over and they took up zipping around the countryside of Florence in his red sports car. They flirted, argued, and shouted names of things to us erratically from the front seat, in between ice cream stops. This suited us fine, and we repeated their words merrily, wholly unconcerned with what they meant, as our hair streamed out behind us in the open-roofed car. The rest of the time, we spent playing in abandoned cars, raiding neighboring farms, being chased by furious farmers straight out of Beatrix Potter, and perching in cherry trees where we feasted on huge dark red cherries. In addition to the five hundred chickens on the farm, there were centipedes, two oxen, and a group of rabbits we became fond of, although one of them mysteriously disappeared every Sunday.

	We went to Denmark next; it holds memories of blue clogs, round cobblestones, long train rides to school, and applesauce we made at school, its smell so comforting that it still wafts about in my mind like a balm. That year my sister and I kept little white mice called Dancende mus that stood and spun in circles. They multiplied rampantly, producing nests-full of tiny creatures with translucent skin and black eyes, who stretched constantly as if preparing to fulfill their task as dancing mice, and I remember bringing them in a box on the train and trying to find new owners for them.

	It wasn’t always easy growing up traveling so much, for it felt that no sooner had we truly settled in some place, then we up and left. Still, the memories of those years are so beautiful and wild, they’re almost mythic in my mind.

	Eventually we returned to England and settled down in history-rich Greenwich, on the outskirts of London. By then I was eight. When I’ve visited Greenwich, in the years since, my body wakes up somehow, tingling in recognition, my cells activated from deep within. The sensation is quite overwhelming. It doesn’t make much sense, because we lived there for just five and a half years, but to this day Greenwich is the place on Earth I most feel is my home.

	Perhaps because of how much—and how intense—the things that happened there were.

	•          •          •

	We lived in a terrace house with stairs linking four floors. The bottom floor of our house was a small dining room and kitchen. My memories of this area are cozy, savory ones. Over the dining room table, my mother hung a basket lamp she’d adorned with amber beads. I remember helping her chop vegetables, complaining with my sisters about our nightly turn at washing the dishes but secretly enjoying the chore, and having lively dinner conversations under the amber beaded lamp.

	Our road was a cul de sac, and in the evenings my sisters and I would play dodge ball and run relay races with the neighborhood children. We’d play aggressively physical games, for hours, staying out long after it got dark and started to rain, getting gravel embedded in our skin, bloodied knees, and our clothes stretched and sweaty. Adrenaline coursed through us happily for hours afterwards.

	My middle sister and I shared a bedroom. In the morning, a little square alarm clock woke me up. When I was ten, I noticed that if I were sleeping on my right side, I’d hear the brrr, brrr of the alarm. Whereas if I were sleeping on my left side, I wouldn’t hear it, and I’d get up late. At school one day a young woman came to do routine, school-wide hearing testing. After mine, she hustled me into an office.

	“You’re deaf, in your right ear!” she told me. “You didn’t know it? Really? But you’re very deaf!” The cause was never identified, or if it was, I’ve forgotten. It may have been genetic, or perhaps related to the ear infection I had when I was six, at the beginning of our travels. Often when Deafness is detected, it’s relayed to the parents as being a terrible thing, but in my case the woman seemed excited with her discovery, as if, after testing hundreds of students, she’d finally hit the jackpot. I’m grateful to her for her cheerfulness, and it matched my own attitude about it.

	When I was referred to an ear specialist for further tests, the audiologist told me to take good care of the other ear, the “good” one. How? I asked, should I put a cage over my ear? This drew a chuckle from my mother. Well, don’t let a cold go untreated, the specialist said. But I was on a roll. Should I wear a tiny helmet, or a scarf on it? What was I supposed to do?

	It didn’t take long to find out. Two weeks after the school hearing test, I was upstairs in my bedroom. At dinner time, I went downstairs through the darkened house to where my family was getting ready to eat. I was a tomboy and liked to grip the ledge over the staircases as I went, swinging over the stairs. My parents let us do this. This seems odd, as a parent now myself, but it was great fun.

	Those days I put much stake in the number three, which I’d elected as my lucky number. With a ten-year-old’s magical thinking, I pinned my undefined fears and hopes on doing everything three times. Perhaps I thought I could change the outcome of my father’s increasing gloominess, which my mother never spoke of, but that we must have sensed. I’d hit upon the number three arbitrarily, but I was determined to give it a serious run. If nothing else, it made life interesting, and for a while I’d been happily testing the limits of how far three might take me. Some things, like taking my coat off three times, could be complicated. Depending on how it was done, one might end up with the coat on instead of off. I was still figuring it out.

	This particular evening, I grabbed the ledge and swung out over the staircase as usual. On the first swing out, my fingers began to slip. Ignoring the flickering warning of instinct, for I had to achieve three swings, I swung again. But I lost my grip, hurtled out like a large rag doll, smacked my head on the bottom step and landed unconscious on the ground. A nurse happened to live next door and my mother ran to get her advice, after which my father took me straight to the hospital.

	I remember speeding through the dark, wet streets of London on my father’s lap in a taxi. He and I had a deep bond, in a solid, quiet way, and despite my having a splitting headache, I have a warm, if rather surreal, memory of the taxi ride with him, curled against his chest, and looking out the window at the city lights flashing past us in a colorful blur. My parents tended to read to us four girls every night at bedtime. They chose wonderful books full of challenges, poverty and mayhem. We read David Copperfield, Oliver, Madeline, Gulliver’s Travels. I had long envied the characters for their terrible, scary lives, rife with orphanage and hospital adventures. Now, finally, I was having one myself!

	The whack to my head broke a bone deep in my “good” ear. A hundred percent of the hearing in that ear—that had been labeled “good” just two weeks earlier—was knocked out when I fell, making me instantly Deaf. Since I only had a tiny amount of hearing in the other ear; not enough for any sound to get through to me without amplification, without the “good” one, suddenly, I couldn’t hear a fire engine siren right near me, a TV turned up as high as it would go, or someone yelling in front of me.

	My parents were flung into a whirlwind of worry, research, and misplaced guilt. Prior to the incident on the staircase I’d always been a gregarious child. Not wanting to leave restaurants until I’d said goodbye to the servers, I’d hover like a friendly ghost waiting for them to reappear. I'd ask the rag and bone man, grocery clerk, and the milk-man big questions. How did they think the world began? Had they ever found they were wrong about something, and did they believe in God? I kept tally, collecting wisdom, and kept the conversations going as long as I could, while my parents waited patiently. I loved banter with people I’d just met the way some people love money. Understanding this, my parents worried about how being Deaf would affect me. Who would I be, where would I find happiness if I couldn’t chat strangers up?

	After ten days I was released from the hospital. I’d lost my sense of balance, so my parents bought an old fashioned, wooden wheelchair—that one tipped backwards—from an antique shop. After a month or two I returned to school.

	One day, my class was all reading, heads bent over our books. After a while I looked up to check the time, and was astonished to find the room empty. I went looking to find my classmates, but the whole building was deserted. It was like a twilight zone episode. Finally, I looked out a window and saw the students and teachers all lined up far below me in rows on the playground. Apparently, there’d been a fire alarm. I banged on the window and waved to my classmates, ebullient to have found them. The headmaster and staff, however, looked horrified and gestured sternly that I come down immediately. Even though I’d just got out of the hospital, and many knew I was now Deaf, it didn’t occur to anyone that I might not hear the alarm.

	Eventually it became clear to my parents that my staying at that school, now that I was Deaf, wasn’t going to work, so they put me in a boarding school instead. It was expensive for them, for the only source of income was their books, but the school brochures promised small group instruction, and my parents felt it was my best shot. The school was far from home and was shockingly militant and regimental; it felt like I’d been enlisted in the army at age ten. But what’s more striking to me, looking back, is that it wasn’t a Deaf school.

	My parents had called the British Royal Association for the Deaf and Dumb right after my accident, and the advice they got was to get me hearing aids. “Your child can have a semblance of a normal life, with much patience and hard work,” a letter from the organization said ominously. It included pamphlets suggesting that a Deaf person could do manual labor, so all was not lost. Oddly, my parents did not question this advice; letters I found later by my mother show her having an odd, and unhappy, obsession with the idea of me becoming an upholsterer. They didn’t look into a Deaf school for me, nor did they read about sign language or Deaf culture. It was 1972, and Deaf sovereignty, positively affected by the spirit of the 1960’s, was experiencing a triumphant emergence. My parents usually prided themselves on being independent-minded and counterculture, and they championed civil rights. Their lack of exploration of the issue: should I be educated with Deaf children or with hearing, suggests to me just how easily parents are swayed. Their unfamiliarity with the topic primes them to be influenced by the first specialist or organization they reach out to regarding their Deaf child. It probably didn't enter my parent’s minds that the Deaf world could be a positive thing. My parents did the best they could with the limited information they had.

	For sure, my life at boarding school was dramatic and full of growth. I quickly adapted to long early morning walks in the frigid countryside, making my bed impeccably and lining up for rigorous inspection by the house mother, who’d check behind our ears, ensure not a single hair was out of place, and our shirts were tucked in tightly. The strictness and order was shocking to me after the loose, lackadaisical manner of my parents, and, far from my family except for a few visits per year, I grew up quickly.

	If I was to pinpoint a time when my formal education stopped, it would be age ten. But life delivered its own bucketful of lessons, both beautiful and harsh. In 1974, I was twelve when my mother won the Caldecott Award for her book Duffy and the Devil. My sisters and I accompanied her to New York, where we four tomboy girls wore frilly dresses and my shy mother accepted an award in front of hundreds at a banquet.

	My father had been on a downward spiral, locked in a profound struggle to find meaning and contentment in life—and losing on both counts. Later that year, I was home on holiday when a policeman came to our door. My father had committed suicide. My younger sister, who was born when we lived in Denmark, was four at the time, and I remember the rest of us grabbing masks from a mask collection my mother had on the wall and wearing them so as to conceal our tears from her. Which is why she found her family suddenly resembling a wolf, a clown, Lord Shiva, and an African princess with wobbly voices, that terrible Saturday morning.

	From the absolute depths of pain, surprises can appear, and while I don’t know how it happened, I’ll never forget the method my mother hit on for handling our grief. Each evening, right after my father died, my mother, sisters and I sat on chairs in a circle in the living room, juggling oranges. We’d put Irish folk music on and toss the oranges to each-other in a series of spontaneously
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