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The Family and Deaf People

Initial Remarks
Good Morning. My name is Maura Buckley. It is a great honour to be here. Thank you for inviting me.

I must admit that when I was first asked to talk to you today about The Family and Deaf People, I was intimidated by the idea. I wondered what made me qualified to speak to you today. I made a list in my head of my qualifications to convince myself. I hope it convinces you.
I suppose I know quite a bit about Deaf People. After all, I have been a Deaf person for all my life.
On my long journey through life, I have experienced firsthand how the Deaf person exists within the family. I have been the Deaf child of hearing parents and, for over forty years, I have been a Deaf mother.

As a child, I attended School for the Deaf and, later, went on to Third Level at a Catholic University in USA where I got a degree in sociology and education. 
After living in the USA for several years, I returned to Dublin in Ireland to marry Hugh, a Deaf man, and to raise our family.  We had three hearing children.

In Dublin, I trained further as a teacher of the Deaf at University College Dublin and, later, I studied at Mater Dei theological college. I have spent over thirty years as a teacher of Deaf girls at St. Mary’s School. I finished my career there as Vice Principal. 
Now retired, I fill some of my time as a board member of the Catholic Institute for Deaf People and I am very involved as a volunteer with Deaf Blind community in Dublin.
Today, I would like to share my experiences as a Deaf child, as a Deaf parent and, more recently, a Deaf grandparent. I hope they give you an insight into how the Irish Deaf family fits into the Deaf community, the wider community and within the Church.

I would also like to describe the experiences of others to give you a clearer picture of the Deaf family in Ireland. Some experiences may be familiar to you. Some may be uniquely Irish. I hope you find them useful. 
Deaf Child

As I mentioned, both of my parents were hearing. My mother and father had no previous exposure to Deaf people and were intimidated by the challenge that I – their first child – presented. 

However, they were motivated to get what was best for me – and that meant being able to communicate with me. My mother was a school teacher and knew education was crucial to my success. She researched the education options available to me and discovered Oral Method for education Deaf children. 

The Oral Method was a popular philosophy at the time and my parents were convinced that this was the correct approach for me. 

Of course, not all children did well with the Oral Method . Without sign language, their expressive and receptive language skills suffered. However, I was lucky. I adapted well to an Oral Education. My comprehension and language skills grew. Communication with my parents improved and I was able to understand the stories and information that they shared with me. Books had an important place in our home. My parents often bought religious books as a way to explain ideas to me. I could finally grasp the concept of God and the stories behind Christmas and Easter and other Bible stories.
As you can see the role of the parent is crucial. We, teachers, refer to them as the primary educators. It is the parents who determine how their child will develop. Their choice of school and method of education shape the education of the Deaf child. And it is the parents who are the first people to pass on values and faith to their children.

The choices my parents made for me leave me in no doubt as to their values and their faith. And while times may have changed the objective remains the same: to achieve what is best for the child.
The choice available in Ireland today is between sending the Deaf child to a specialist school for the Deaf or “mainstreaming”, where the Deaf child is integrated into the hearing classroom.

The failing numbers in schools for the Deaf make obvious which option the parents are choosing. They are choosing to integrate their children in increasing numbers and this is putting the futures of specialist schools for the Deaf in doubt.
This policy is motivated by a desire to improve communication between parent and child and by the desire to keep the Deaf child within the family. Attending a specialist school often means sending the child out of the local area, perhaps even to boarding school. The advantages of sending the child to the same local school as its brothers and sisters are obvious. 
However, the disadvantages are sometimes subtle. In a “mainstream” school, the child may not have full access to the teacher. Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) or Resource Teachers act as intermediaries and may not have specific training to handle Deaf children. Without sign language, the child’s ability to communicate can be limited. And while the child may perform well academically, outside the classroom things may not go quite as well. The child can often be isolated or lonely and, as a result, the development of social skills may suffer.
Within a school for the Deaf, small class-sizes mean specialist teachers can give the child higher levels of attention. In smaller classes, the Deaf child is encouraged to ask questions and to take part in discussions. Using sign language, the curriculum can be adapted in a way that the child can understand. This complete approach ensures that the child gets the full “classroom experience” with interaction between the child and the teacher as well as with other children.
The language issue is crucial here. For many Deaf children, English is their second language. Often, the language from the curriculum is beyond the child’s current level of understanding. Some kind of translation is needed. For the Deaf child, sign language – in our case, Irish Sign Language (ISL) – truly opens up the child’s mind. The child spends less time struggling with language and more time grasping the concepts, the ideas and the message.

It is important to stress that both options have their strengths. Children have done very well in both systems. It seems to me that the key difference between the two options revolves around the access to language.

When I was at school, the options were much more limited. An Oral education was imposed on all children, no matter what their abilities. Nowadays, the philosophy has changed and the approach focuses on the individual child. This is a change for the better.
Of course, Ireland is a much different place from when I was a child. It is changing fast and shifting from a predominantly Catholic country to embrace a variety of religious and secular perspectives. Most public schools are Catholic schools yet they are seeing increased numbers of non-Catholic students. Within the classroom, this means children are often taught with children of other religions and cultures.
In this multi-faith environment, teachers deal with religious education differently. Parents are viewed as the primary source of religious instruction. In the case of parents of Deaf children, this presents problems if they are unable to communicate effectively with the child.
This leaves religious education in a “no man’s land”. On one side, the parents may have limited ability to communicate their values and faith to their children. And, on the other, teachers are spending less and less time on religious education.
In Deaf schools, we have chaplains for the Deaf who visit the school on a regular basis. They perform signed masses and involve the children in discussion. Children are encouraged to participate more fully in the celebration of the Eucharist and prayer services and religious festivals. They may not get the same opportunity in hearing schools. 

Deaf Community
It was the children of the schools for the Deaf who created the social networks that we refer to as the Deaf Community. In other words, the “Deaf community” began in the Deaf schools.  
Deaf people continue to meet after they finish school. They want to maintain the sense of belonging, the support structures and communication developed while at school. The Deaf community offers lifelong friendships between people who share the identity, culture and language.
The Deaf community is different because it does not have a geographical nucleus. Deaf people are scattered throughout the hearing community. We do not work in large groups where we can use sign language. In fact, Deaf people spend most of our time in the hearing world, working with hearing colleagues. We do spend most of our social time in the company of other Deaf and signing friends.

We also come together for birthday parties, anniversaries and funerals. It is a feature of the Deaf community that funerals have unusually large turnouts.
Sport is also a major attraction for Deaf people. The Irish Deaf Sport Association (IDSA) has a number of major sporting events during the year and it is not unusual for Deaf people to travel long distances to attend them. However there are no dedicated sport facilities for the Deaf in Ireland.

Because of this, and because of a compulsory purchase order on the site of the current Centre for the Deaf in Dublin, the Catholic Institute for Deaf People (CIDP) has been motivated to create a new Deaf Community Village in Dublin. 

The Deaf Community Village Project

The objective of the Village Project is to create an environment where Deaf people can relax, play, learn and worship. It will support the interaction of Deaf people as a community and with the wider Irish society. 
The Village Project will provide educational and residential facilities for the elderly and for Deaf-Blind adults & children. It will also provide community, sports and social amenities – all in one location. 

Representative and Service Organisations will have offices there. By delivering integrated resources, the Village Project is essentially about community development and the consolidation of services. 
It will provide a place for the Deaf Community that encourages development, pride and mutual support. It will be a facility where ISL is the first language but in a bilingual context with written and oral English. 
At the core will be a Chapel & the National Chaplaincy for the Deaf.

Of course, the Deaf Village will be open to the local community who will benefit from the facilities too. The plan is to employ hearing and Deaf people and to operate within the local community in an integrated and sustainable manner. This will be no Deaf Ghetto!

The Village Project reduces concerns that the Deaf community may be smaller in the future as a consequence of “mainstreaming” Deaf children. Offering exciting facilities and an active community will encourage participation.
The Deaf community in Ireland is thriving. There are lots of people doing great work in all parts of the community. It is a community that is tightly knit by the many friendship networks formed by its members. With this kind of social structure, it is obvious that many Deaf people then go on to marry other Deaf people. That is how I met my husband.

For the past thirty years, Deaf people about to get married have participated on a popular Pre-Marriage Course. The course is organised by the Chaplains for the Deaf and is conducted in Sign Language. It takes place once a year in Dublin and Deaf couples travel from all over the country to attend. The aim of the course is to prepare the Deaf couple for married life and for raising their family within the Church.

Deaf Parents

For all parents, bringing up children is a complicated and tiring business! But it is also a task that brings, with it, tremendous pleasure, joy and sheer fun! As a mother, I was one of the few who did not know what I was letting myself in for when I had children. Of course, I was terrified and had to read stacks of books about what I should do. No matter what the books told me, I found that, at the end of the day, I tended to follow my own instincts. 
Twenty years ago, I was asked to address another conference – coincidentally, also here in Rome. I spoke there about the early stages of motherhood. At that time, I was still in the thick of it. Two of my boys had recently become teenagers!

At that conference, I spoke of the wonderful support from my husband, Hugh. Together, we found rearing children to be relatively straightforward. The fact that we were both Deaf didn’t seem to make being a parent any more difficult. If anything, it was an exciting time to be a Deaf parent. There were lots of new and fantastic gadgets for Deaf parents that we found very helpful. Technology that was brand new back then is, of course, widespread now. 

One thing we both noticed was that our problems and concerns were very similar to those of our hearing neighbours.
We tried to include God in our everyday lives and did this by introducing our faith in the very early lives of our children with daily prayers and also providing the children with a loving and happy environment. 
When I read my talk from that conference 20 years ago, it reminded me that my boys had a very happy childhood. Of course, they were sometimes subject to bad moods but we, as parents, were happy to encourage, guide and reassure them as we went along. We had good times and bad times and we experienced them together as a family. The children experienced their own special days for their First Holy Communion and Confirmation. They also experienced their own sad days on the death of their grandparents and we spoke together of how their loved ones had gone to God.
Teenagers
As our own children developed into teenagers, the way we “handled” them had to develop too. 

We tried to be open with our teenage sons. We tried to take them as they were and also tried to take their worries, anxieties, fears and ideas seriously. We tried to enjoy their company, listen to what they said and praise their efforts. We reassured them – even after their bad patches– that they were still loved. We reminded ourselves that, at the end of the day, they are really only “on loan” and when they have flown the nest, we would miss them greatly. We tried to encourage our sons to bring their friends home, even though it was hard on tea, coffee and biscuits. This way, we knew where they were and with whom they were friendly.

I feel in my heart that we, as parents, did our best to lay foundations in them in order to build up their own faith. 

Passing on our faith to teenagers and young people is even more difficult these days. Parents face major concerns such as alcohol and drugs. They also talk about more minor concerns such as the amount of time spent on the Internet, the kind of music teenagers listen to and the time spent on nights out.
Deaf parents complain, as I suspect hearing parents do, that their teenager’s faces are always glued to an electronic box of some kind. With laptops, iPods and widescreen televisions absorbing all of their leisure time, they seem to forget about the outside world.

For Deaf parents, there is the extra concern that they do not know – or understand – the music that their children are listening to.
One of my own son’s went through a short phase of listening to Heavy Metal music. When I saw some of the music posters he hung in his bedroom, I became worried. He laughed at my concerns that he was involved in a cult of some kind. Of course, my worries were groundless. Within a few weeks, he had a new favourite band and a new favourite kind of music. I learned quickly that if I had tried to ban the music that I did not approve of, he would like them for longer! That’s what teenagers do!

My experiences are from some years ago. Ireland has changed much over those 20 years. When I was a young mother, the Church had great social and political power. Recent scandals have damaged the Church’s reputation. And there have been far too many of them.
In 2009, the Irish Government’s report into abuse in religious schools and institutions was released. It was not pleasant reading. The scale and the severity of the abuse have horrified the country. Another Government report into clerical sex abuse in the Dublin Diocese is about to be published. It is expected to be equally horrifying and has serious implications for the Church. Because of these revelations, many Irish people have turned away from the Church. 
In this context, I asked a number of younger Deaf parents about their experiences bringing up young children in Ireland today. Some things never change... but some problems are new. 
Teenagers are embarrassed by their parents. That is no big surprise! They do not want to go anywhere with their parents. They certainly do not want to go to mass with their parents. In fact, many parents reported that their teenagers have negative views about religion. Yet, they also report that their young people are involved in volunteer work within the community. 

Deaf parents wishing to pass on their faith face certain difficulties. Many feel that the religious education they received in Ireland was weak. They often feel unable to share their faith with their own children. A lot of them blame the Oral Education. They feel it left them with a poor understanding of the subject. 
I recently heard a story about a Baptism. A Deaf couple were having their child baptised and were asked, “Why do you want to baptise your child?”. They replied, “Because this is what we are supposed to do. Everyone else is doing it.” When asked if they understood the meaning of Baptism, their faces went blank. They had absolutely no idea! They were thrilled to have the rituals explained to them by the chaplain in sign language. At last, both parents understood that their baby was becoming a member of the Church.

This story demonstrates a lack of understanding that is all too common among Deaf parents. It also shows that there is an opportunity to provide Adult Education classes in Religious Education. Perhaps this could constitute part of the pastoral work within our new Deaf Village Project?
It is the intention that the Deaf Church will be at centre of the community village. It is a well known fact that Deaf people prefer to go to Deaf Church. It is the Deaf Church that addresses the needs of Deaf people. Within the Deaf Church, Deaf people have direct contact with the signing priest. There is no need for an interpreter distracting the eye from the priest and from the altar.

 Using ISL to adapt the liturgy has improved comprehension of the liturgy itself. Also, there is increased participation by the Deaf themselves. Participating as Eucharistic ministers, readers or in the Deaf choir, we are involved in every aspect of the Mass.

Of course, it is not possible for all Deaf families to attend Deaf Church because Deaf churches are not everywhere. Therefore some families have to go to their local, hearing churches. This is not always a satisfactory and inclusive experience.

Deaf people often feel excluded when they attend a hearing church. We do not have access to the priest. And while many churches may provide a mass leaflet, the Deaf person is unable to follow the Homily and any announcements made during the service. This effectively denies them access to the community aspects of the living church.
I have a recent personal story which highlights this all too well.

I met a neighbour and enquired after her husband. I was upset to hear that he had died three weeks before. I was also hugely embarrassed. When I mentioned it to another neighbour, she said, “But it was announced at church. You were there!” Then it dawned on her. She forgot I had no access to the announcements. Maybe the announcements should be printed!
The Deaf families I spoke to say they have limited contact with local community churches. Because they have no access, they feel excluded and therefore do not bother. Sometimes involvement with the local churches is unavoidable. In those cases, the experience is not always satisfactory.
Recently, the Deaf parents of a hearing child approached their local church. Their daughter was about to make her First Holy Communion with her classmates in the local church. They asked for an interpreter, which they could not afford. They were told that it was not the church’s responsibility to finance the interpreter. This left them frustrated and upset. It also reinforced their sense of exclusion from their local church. Who is responsible for this access? 
In some areas, the Church in Ireland has made great efforts to improve accessibility. Crosscare, which is the Social Care Agency of The Dublin Diocese, aims to contribute to the building of an inclusive society. It has done some great work in installing a loop system for Hard of Hearing into many of the churches in Dublin however this doesn’t help profoundly Deaf.
Without improved accessibility to their local churches, Deaf parents miss out on this important local support to their parenting.
Parenting is not always easy. I must admit that I have failed in some areas, like not giving my sons a chance to talk when I insist on giving my own views! When I spoke to younger parents, I was pleased to reassure them that most of their concerns are common. I know it will all turn out okay in the end!
My husband and I watched my children grow up with satisfaction. We watched as they finished school and went off to college. We were so proud as they graduated and began their first jobs. And we were sad when they moved away from home. 

We, as Deaf parents, have been very much involved in their lives since. All of my sons are fluent signers and so are their partners.

Marriage
Two of our sons have been married. In both cases, the Chaplain for the Deaf travelled far to officiate at the wedding. Our sons made sure to provide access for their parents. We certainly felt we were at the centre of the ceremony. 
The wedding Masses were fully signed with Mum signing a reading at the church and Dad signing a speech at the meal. Hearing guests were very impressed by the sign language and realised that sign language really helps Deaf people be included. Many said how it also made the experience more meaningful for them too.

Bereavement
As I continue my journey through life, the happy times inevitably mix with the sad. I suppose it is natural that I have experienced loss more frequently as time goes by. My parents have died, one of my brothers has died and sadly, three years ago, my youngest son died.

Ciarán was 31 when cancer took him away. He had been married for only one year when the diagnosis came. It was a shock. Even worse, the doctors informed him that his disease was terminal and that he had one year to live. Exactly twelve months later, he was gone.

Ciarán faced his journey with courage – but, at times, was uncertain. He and his wife reacted to the cold, clinical diagnosis by reaching out to their families and to the Church. 
My son was a social worker and his thoughts, even at this difficult time, were for other people. He was anxious about his parents and asked us to help him on his difficult journey. It was very important to Ciarán that his family were there to support him.

When Ciarán was told his chemotherapy did not work, he visited his priest and got great comfort from their conversations. He asked the priest who he should pray to and laughed at the advice that he should “go straight to the top”!
Ciarán worked with Deaf-Blind adults in Bristol, England. Through his work, he met Fr. Cyril Axelrod who travelled to Bristol when he heard of Ciarán’s illness. That meant a lot to us. Both Ciarán and his wife spoke of the calming influence that visit had on them.
Towards the end of his illness, Ciarán and his wife moved home to Ireland. During this stage, the Chaplains for the Deaf continued this wonderful support. 
When Ciarán died, I felt numb. I was angry. I found it difficult to pray. I was grateful for the support of the Deaf community who came in huge numbers to be with us. Ciarán’s wife was shocked at how many Deaf people came to the funeral. I explained, “That’s the Deaf way!”
The service was held in our local, hearing church but our parish priest welcomed Ciarán’s priest from England and the chaplains for the Deaf. There were several sign language interpreters for the mixed Deaf-hearing crowd. The Deaf people could follow everything while the hearing people were very moved by the experience.
I would like to think we succeeded as parents in sharing our values with our son. I take great comfort in knowing that he was a respected and loved person. After his death, his special qualities were recognised when a new residential centre for the Deaf in Bristol was named after him.

The pain I feel from losing Ciarán has not lessened much but I do feel calmer. The continuous support from the Deaf Community and from the Chaplaincy for the Deaf made things easier. On the other hand, we have not received much attention from our local church since. Perhaps they feel they lack the skills to minister to us. Or perhaps, having witnessed the Chaplaincy for the Deaf in action, they feel we are in good hands.

Grandchildren
Of course, life goes on. I have had many happy moments – especially those spent with our three beautiful grandchildren. From a young age, they recognised that Grandma and Grandpa are different. They each have their own way of interacting with us and have already begun to learn sign language.

They live in a hearing family. But the interaction with the Deaf is there.
One of my grandchildren was baptised while Ciarán was ill. The chaplain for the Deaf, with permission from the Diocese, performed the rite in my home and through Sign Language. 

My grandchildren give me great joy and, like most grandparents, I probably spend far too much talking about them. Often in the Centre for the Deaf, the grandparents sit around sharing photographs and boasting about their sign language skills.
I am excited for the time when their communication with me improves and I can share my stories, my values and my faith with them. 
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