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supports are in place, linguistic and edu­
cational progress is generally more rapid 
for children using cochlear implants.

Trends, Issues,  
and Controversies
The debate regarding the most appropri­
ate methodology for educating children 
with hearing impairments has raged for 
more than two hundred years and con­
tinues to be an emotionally charged issue. 
Overall, the research findings on efficacy 
of various communication styles and edu­
cational philosophies are inconclusive. 
It does appear that infants with hearing 
impairments born to parents who are deaf 
and who use American Sign Language 
exhibit significantly better language 

development (Hunt & Marshall, 2013). Determining the most appropriate methods 
for enhancing language acquisition, expressive and receptive communication skills, and 
educational achievement of children with hearing impairments is an issue of paramount 
importance. This issue has two critical elements: (1) kind of language and (2) form of 
communication. More specifically, there are two languages, ASL and Signed English 
systems, and two communication forms, oral and manual, to be considered. Any combi­
nation can produce a variety of approaches. The acquisition of one’s native language is 
central to the development of functional literacy, which in turn provides the platform for 
future academic and societal success.

Total communication is currently the communication approach of choice in many 
public schools. Proponents of total communication contend that placing equal empha­
sis on manual signs, fingerspelling, spoken language, speechreading, and the use of 
residual hearing enhances the rate of language acquisition and use of English as the 
primary language. Yet, total communication has met with some opposition. It has 
been argued that learning English as a primary language denies children with hearing 
impairments their cultural birthright by limiting their exposure to Deaf culture and 
ASL, its native language. Opponents of total communication point to the historical 
research of Strong and Prinz (1997), which suggests that exposure to ASL correlates 
positively with enhanced literacy and academic performance and may actually facilitate 
learning English as a second language.

Current ideological and cultural controversies fueled by Deaf culture advocates 
and rigid proponents of various methodologies have polarized many educators. The 
bilingual-bicultural philosophy, often referred to as bi-bi, contends that deafness is a 
separate and viable culture within society, with ASL as its own unique and natural 
language. ASL has a unique grammar and syntax, and in the bi-bi approach English is 
learned as a second language. Advocates for Deaf culture consider hearing impairment 
to be nonpathological and, therefore, not a condition requiring medical intervention 
(for example, a cochlear implant). Individuals with significant hearing loss often work 
in the hearing world, but their family/social lives are usually sequestered within the deaf 
world. Proponents of Deaf culture claim that, when given a choice, individuals with 
significant hearing impairments would most often choose to spend the majority of their 
lives in the comfort of their own culture (Moores, 2001). Regrettably, the two societies, 
one deaf and the other hearing, often experience limited interaction and contact.

The debate regarding the most appropriate methodology for educating children with 
hearing impairments has raged for more than two hundred years.
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