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Gallaudet’s position gained support in 
Congress through appropriations to 
establish teacher preparation programs 
emphasizing the manual approach.

In the 1970s, total communication 
(TC)—combining a number of sensory 
modalities with manual and oral com­
munication—was adopted by many 
professionals as the best approach to 
working with individuals with significant 
hearing impairments. Those who argued 
for TC criticized the practice of keeping 
many children with hearing impairments 
in oral programs until 9 or 10 years of 
age, especially those who had limited 
early success, because critical periods for 
attaining the basic linguistic principles 
were potentially missed. Those who 
argued against TC expressed concern 
that it would be difficult to emphasize 
all methods of communication and do 
justice to all. They further argued that the manual method would be the primary ave­
nue of communication because it was significantly quicker and easier to learn. The 
debate continues today, indicated by the fact that Gallaudet University publishes a 
journal with a total communication orientation (American Annals of the Deaf) and AG 
Bell publishes one with an oral orientation (Volta Review). Both journals are world 
renowned for their quality of content and research articles.

The educational placement options available for children with hearing impairments 
today are a result of historical, political, and cultural forces. Since the 1980s, there has 
been a significant increase in the visibility of cultural advocacy groups for individuals 
who are hearing impaired. The “deaf rights” movement, embraced by many residential 
schools and deaf communities, increasingly polarized proponents of various methodol­
ogies. Advanced medical interventions such as gene therapy and cochlear implantation 
were not initially embraced by many culturally deaf adults, further complicating the 
cultural controversy. Educators today struggle to determine what constitutes the least 
restrictive environment (LRE) within the public school arena for children with signifi­
cant hearing impairment. Although a number of educational placement options are 
available to facilitate LRE, parents as well as professionals frequently find themselves 
drawing legal and educational battle lines simply trying to define what constitutes such 
an environment.

The 1997 amendments to IDEA (PL 105–17) introduced a requirement to consider 
the communication needs of children with hearing impairments when making educa­
tional placement decisions. IDEA 2004 continues this stipulation. Communication-rich 
environments are an essential element in the education of children who are deaf and 
hard of hearing (Katz & Schery, 2006). What might be the LRE for many other chil­
dren with disabilities may not be the LRE for a student with a hearing impairment 
because of the child’s unique communication needs. Are there peers at the recom­
mended placement site who can communicate with the child? Does the teacher have 
adequate skills in the communication mode typically used by the child? Does the 
teacher possess the skills necessary to meet the unique instructional needs of a student 
with hearing impairments? There are many questions regarding the implementation of 
the LRE requirement to consider—especially the communication needs of the pupil. 

total communication (TC): A method 
of communication for students with 
hearing impairments, designed to 
provide equal emphasis on oral and 
signing skills to facilitate communication 
ability.

The issue of what constitutes the least restrictive environment for students with 
hearing impairments is controversial.
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