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00:00:08 JENN WHITE 

This is 1A.  I'm Jenn White in Washington.  When parents find out their 

newborn is deaf they're usually given a choice, sign language or cochlear 

implants.  And if they choose implants they're often warned not to use 

American Sign Language at home as it could impede how quickly their child 

learns to hear and speak.  It's an important choice and one that people feel 

passionately about. 

00:00:30 JENN WHITE 

Today we'll hear about those choices.  Joining us first is Renee Lucero.  She's 

deaf and uses implants and hearing aids to hear and speak.  She's also the 

Director of the Echo Center at Echo Horizon School in Culver City, 

California.  That's a program within a private school for deaf or hard of 

hearing kids who use implants or hearing aids.  We're livestreaming a video 

of this conversation on our website the 1A.org and Facebook so that it's 

accessible to the deaf community.  Marlene Elliott is providing sign language 

interpretation. 
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00:01:01 JENN WHITE 

If you're watching or listening chime in.  You can comment on our Facebook 

page, tweet us @1A or send us an email at 1A@wamu.org.  And, Renee, 

welcome to the program. 

00:01:15 RENEE LUCERO 

Hi, thank you for having me. 

00:01:16 JENN WHITE 

So every year about three out of 1,000 babies born in the U.S. are diagnosed 

as deaf or hard of hearing during newborn hearing screenings.  You've 

worked with parents when they first learn that news.  What happens next? 

00:01:30 RENEE LUCERO 

So I do have experience in working with families soon after that diagnosis.  As 

you said, the newborn hearing screening is when parents will often learn that 

their child is deaf or hard of hearing.  This is very different from, you know, 

my generation when hearing loss might have been diagnosed later.  So we 

know that time of the essence.  And the most critical period for language 

development is from birth to age three according to the research.  And so the 

early intervention program that typically provides those services for families 

of children who are birth to three is where families will receive that 

information about the options that they may have. 

00:02:18 RENEE LUCERO 

But then the parents will also consult with hearing loss professionals or 

hearing health professionals I should say.  And, you know, this is because 95 

percent of children who are deaf or hard of hearing are born to hearing 

parents who do not have any experience with hearing loss or deafness.  And 

so they really do rely on that information from professionals.  And, you know, 

it is best practice in our field that parents receive comprehensive objective 

information that will help them make those informed decisions about what 

will work for their child and their family. 

00:02:57 JENN WHITE 

Now you were diagnosed as deaf at age three.  What choice did your family 

make for you at that point and how do you feel about that decision? 



WAMU 88.5 FM 1A April 20, 2021 

3 of 13 

Teleperformance Rapidtext 

 

00:03:06 RENEE LUCERO 

You're right.  So I was diagnosed when I was three years old.  My mother she 

was a working single mother, who when finding out that I had a hearing loss 

was presented with the options.  And the decision that she made was really 

made within the bigger context of our family lifestyle.  I come from a proud 

loud -- loud for sure -- large Mexican American family and I grew up in a 

neighborhood in Northeast L.A.  And so coming from that large extended 

family my mother considered the options for making sure that I would be 

able to develop those deep meaningful relationships and connections with all 

the people that I loved and who loved me. 

00:04:02 RENEE LUCERO 

And no one in my family used sign language.  So she really was going to do 

whatever it took to move forward in my best interest.  So she ultimately 

decided to go with or pursue spoken language and went full steam ahead.  But 

I don't doubt that, you know, knowing my mother had she thought that I 

needed sign language she would have gone full steam ahead with that as well. 

00:04:33 JENN WHITE 

Go ahead. 

00:04:35 RENEE LUCERO 

I was going to say, well, what we didn't know.  So at the time I was fitted with 

hearing aids.  What we didn't know at that time was that my hearing loss is 

progressive.  And so it wasn't until my early 30s that I decided to pursue the 

cochlear implant.  And 10 years ago I was diagnosed with Usher Syndrome, 

which means that in addition to my hearing loss I'm also slowly losing my 

vision.  So I'm currently pursuing the process for a cochlear implant in my 

other ear just so that I can maximize my hearing abilities. 

00:05:15 JENN WHITE 

And some advocates say a push towards implants for deaf babies without also 

teaching them sign language causes language deprivation during critical early 

years.  Do you see that as a problem and if so, what's the solution? 

00:05:35 RENEE LUCERO 

I think that a lack of access to language is actually the reason why 

professionals in our field believe that early hearing loss detection and 

intervention is so important.  We want to provide children with full access to 

language.  You know, language deprivation is detrimental and should be 

avoided. 
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00:06:03 RENEE LUCERO 

And so what's important is to make sure that there are fluent language 

models for the child in order for them to develop in their language and to be 

able to build connections with their family and the community.  And so for 

many deaf children who have hearing parents that usually means spoken 

language, which is the language of the home, so children who don't have 

access to the language of the home either, because there isn't a fluent 

language model in sign language or spoken language that can become a case 

for language deprivation.  And so this is similar to a case for monolingual, 

non-English speaking families who are told only to speak English at home. 

00:06:48 RENEE LUCERO 

Language fluency does require fluent language models in the home.  So my 

experience is that parents are not pushed to cochlear implants or to spoken 

language in general is actually quite the opposite.  But time is still of the 

essence when it comes to providing access language and it's important to get 

started right away so that the child has good exposure to the language that 

has been chosen by the family, because those factors will impact progress and 

eventual age level language skills. 

00:07:30 JENN WHITE 

How common is it for a baby with implants or hearing aids to also learn sign 

language along with the technology being used? 

00:07:44 RENEE LUCERO 

I honestly do not have a number off the top of my head.  As far as the percent, 

from what I understand it's probably about two percent of children with 

hearing loss, if I'm recalling correctly, who may also use at least ASL.  But 

parents will use a variety of action.  So it's not necessarily just limited to just 

sign language or spoken language.  It's not always so clear cut.  Families will 

make the choice for what works in their particular -- in their family.  I think 

that what's most important is that families in whatever decision they make 

that they go full steam ahead and make every effort to use the fluent language 

models for their child. 

00:08:39 JENN WHITE 

What kind of resources are available to families and communities to make 

sure a child's implants are working and that they have access to language 

during those important early years? 
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00:08:51 RENEE LUCERO 

Well, certainly the professionals that the families are working with both the 

early intervention providers, speech therapists, listening and spoke language 

specialists, hearing health professionals, it's definitely a very interdisciplinary 

team effort where all the partners for the parents are working or partnering 

with parents in monitoring the child's development in not only language, but 

social, emotional development and pre academic -- academic, you know, 

whatever depending on the age of the child. 

00:09:35 RENEE LUCERO 

So certainly the professionals are our main resource.  I know parents often 

look to websites and other parents.  But I think ultimately it's the 

professionals, who are providing a lot of that support and information to the 

parents, which is why I think it's so important that parents have access to 

those qualified professionals to support them on the journey for which ever 

language they have selected whether it's spoken language or sign language. 

00:10:09 JENN WHITE 

Well, this issue goes deeper than a conversation over hearing aid technology 

in kids.  It's really an identity issue for deaf people, who think their way of life 

is being erased.  Very briefly, though, you can listen and speak your deaf too, 

so what does that identity mean to you? 

00:10:27 RENEE LUCERO 

That's an interesting question.  I definitely do identify as being deaf.  I often 

liken it to my own identity as being Mexican American.  I am a fourth 

generation Mexican American.  So I'm very aware that I'm not a white 

American and I'm also not from Mexico, but it doesn't mean that I'm any less 

proud of my Mexican heritage.  And that goes for my identity as someone 

who is deaf.  I'm definitely not hearing.  I am not what might be considered 

culturally deaf or a member of the actively in the deaf community.  But I very 

much see myself as someone who is deaf and I'm proud of that.  It really has 

shaped the person that I am.  And I fully embrace that identity. 

00:11:31 JENN WHITE 

That's Renee Lucero, Director of the Echo Center at Echo Horizon School.  

Renee, thanks for speaking with us. 

00:11:37 RENEE LUCERO 

Thank you so much for having me. 

00:11:39 JENN WHITE 

Coming up, we'll chat with researcher Wyatt Hall.  I'm Jenn White.  This is 

1A from WAMU and NPR. 

[ I N T E R M I S S I O N ]  
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00:11:59 JENN WHITE 

This is 1A.  I'm Jenn White.  Back to our show on deaf education in a 

moment, but first a quick word that tomorrow we'll talking about climate 

change and the growing impact it's having on migration.  Last year, two 

category four hurricanes devastated Central America and left more than five 

million people without homes or basic needs.  The storms along with a year's 

long drought are driving more migrants to our southern border.  If you left 

your home, because of an environmental change, we'd love to hear from you.  

Leave us a voicemail 855-236-1A1A.  Has climate change led you to rethink 

how many refugees America should expect in the coming years?  855-236-

1A1A. You can also send us an audio file with our app 1AVoxPop and we'll 

try to answer some of our messages tomorrow on 1A. 

00:12:53 JENN WHITE 

Now, let's get back to the conversation which involves a long overdue first for 

our show.  We're joined by a deaf guest and live streaming a video of our 

conversation on our Facebook page, The 1A Show, so that it's accessible to 

the deaf community.  The topic is language deprivation in deaf children, and 

we're hearing from you.  Caroline sent us a tweet, "I personally refer to it as 

language starvation, but either way it is crimes against deaf humanity."  And 

also Delia writes on Facebook, "Regardless of whether they're implanted, 

children should be given the option of sign language.  They do it for hearing 

children and those kids are ahead by a mile." 

00:13:29 JENN WHITE 

We're joined now by Wyatt Hall, a Research Assistant Professor at the 

University of Rochester Medical Center.  He uses American Sign Language to 

communicate.  Marlene Elliott is interpreting for us.  So if you're listening, 

it's her voice you'll hear.  And if you're watching or listening to the show, 

please get in touch especially if you're deaf.  What was school like for you?  

Do you use cochlear implants or do you sign?  You can comment on our 

Facebook page, tweet us @1A or send us an email at 1A@wamu.org. 

00:13:59 JENN WHITE 

Wyatt, welcome to the program. 

00:14:04 WYATTE HALL 

Thank you for having me. 

00:14:06 JENN WHITE 

So we've touched on language deprivation, but can I ask you to explain what 

that is in more detail and what your research has uncovered? 
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00:14:16 WYATTE HALL 

Certainly.  Language deprivation speaks to a community deaf experience that 

we've been concerned about and seeing for generations.  What we see is 

adults that seem to have significant gaps in their everyday functioning.  Being 

able to talk about that -- because of my deaf background I started as a clinical 

psychologist and I saw the consequences that withholding visual from 

children.  So I started at the end of that trajectory. 

00:14:50 WYATTE HALL 

So the brain as we know is very ready to receive language as infants.  And if it 

doesn't receive that language it moves on and learns other things.  But 

language is the foundation for human life.  So during that period if language 

isn't acquired at a fluent level, then the brain does not have that same 

neuroplasticity.  And as Renee had mentioned previously that for deaf people 

cochlear implants don't make them hearing.  They're still deaf as she 

identified herself.  So whether the language that's delivered is spoken or 

signed if there are too many gaps then it adds up to an accumulation of gaps 

that affect ability to function in life and quality of life. 

00:15:37 JENN WHITE 

Tell us more about how you started your research into this issue of language 

deprivation in deaf children. 

00:15:48 WYATTE HALL 

Well, in my case, I grew up deaf so I had my own personal experiences 

growing up in a public school with a self-contained classroom with 30 or 40 

deaf kids with me.  And so in my school I was one of the very few kids, who 

left the deaf and went into mainstream hearing classes with hearing peers and 

I was always on grade level.  But my peers appeared to fall farther and 

farther behind.  And I didn't really understand what was going on as I was 

growing up.  Why am I advancing and they're not?  But it really bothered 

me. 

00:16:19 WYATTE HALL 

Then when I went into college and was working on my PhD in clinical 

psychology, I was working in the clinical settings where I saw these patterns 

in deaf people who would come in for mental health services.  And it was 

often very difficult to work with them and teach them healthy living skills, 

because they had very limited ability to think critically or to retain 

information.  They had difficulty understanding time and some basic general 

life functioning. 
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00:16:49 WYATTE HALL 

Oftentimes they'd get in legal trouble, but they are not able to assist in their 

own defense so they're place in mental institutions, state hospitals and the like 

because there's nowhere else for them to be.  But they're not really mentally 

ill.  They have a lack of language.  So my research is about raising awareness 

documenting what the community has seen in ways that the hearing world 

can recognize and hopefully finally listen to us that, because we've been 

screaming about this for generations. 

00:17:17 JENN WHITE 

This is a very fraught issue.  There's a lot of passion around the decision 

parents make for their kids.  What do you think is at the heart of that 

tension? 

00:17:33 WYATTE HALL 

Well, that's a very good question.  I think first we have to remember that 

parents are put in an unfair position in that moment.  And they don't actually 

have to make an either or choice, but that's the way it's framed to them.  

Many deaf children, more and more now get both sign language and cochlear 

implants and then they can chose how to use either of those tools as adults or 

as they grow.  But underlying that tension is a history of eugenics and the 

most famous purveyor of that was Alexander Graham Bell, who wanted sign 

language removed from deaf education. 

00:18:15 WYATTE HALL 

So we've had hundreds of years of this and it's been bad for deaf children.  

We've been told that sign language is bad for kids.  We've been told that it 

would interfere with cochlear implants or interfere with the ability to learn to 

speak and use what residual hearing they have.  So what we want to do now is 

to think about those risks.  And if we give deaf kids more options then they'll 

have more tools as adults.  They can use their implants when they want to.  

They can use their sign language when they want to.  So we want to really 

give kids the opportunity as adults to have all the tools they need to navigate 

the deaf and hearing worlds.  They can sign when they want.  They can speak 

when they want.  They can use written and spoken English as each situation 

dictates. 
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00:19:03 JENN WHITE 

We got an email from Jane who says she's an audiologist and speech language 

pathologist and she says, "It's important to remember that 95 percent of deaf 

children are born to hearing parents, who don't know how to sign.  If babies 

can hear with technology, they can learn language like their peers by hearing 

their parents talk.  If parents have to learn to sign it will be two or three years 

before they are fluent, so their babies won't have good language exposure.  

Research has continued to show that children who use sign language have 

poorer language and literacy skills than children who do not sign." 

00:19:38 JENN WHITE 

Wyatt, how much of this is about you said parents are put in an unfair 

position.  But they're not necessarily prepared to communicate with the child, 

who is deaf unless it's through spoken language.  How much of that is at the 

heart of this? 

00:20:01 WYATTE HALL 

So everything you just mentioned, I'm very familiar with this argument.  The 

language of the home is the language -- is the terminology that is used.  But if 

the deaf child doesn't have access to the language of the home, they're not 

going to have 100 percent access to language and language acquisition.  Poor 

illiteracy and reading outcomes we see in deaf children and it's blamed on 

sign language, because they don't get visual language in the critical period.  

And then when they are not able to be successful with oral only methods then 

they're given sign language later past the critical period and then the sign 

language is blamed.  So that's a common trajectory. 

00:20:44 WYATTE HALL 

What we want to focus on is making the whole environment accessible.  We 

have deaf mentorship programs where deaf people come into the home and 

teach the family not only sign language, but how to interact with the deaf 

child, because it is different.  Oftentimes, programs partner with schools for 

the deaf when families don't sign.  As long as a child is put into a school for 

the death before the age of three we see very equal outcomes to children from 

deaf families.  So the language of the home is one factor, yes, but coming into 

a deaf rich or sign rich environment we see similar outcomes as long as we 

have early sign exposure. 
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00:21:28 JENN WHITE 

Well, we're getting some messages about our conversation.  John tweeted, 

"Before our children now eight and six were born, my spouse and I decided 

we would learn and teach rudimentary ASL regardless of our children's 

hearing ability.  Even to this day they understand and use some ASL."  And a 

member of our text club wrote to us, "When I was a kid, I tagged along with 

my older sister to ASL classes.  I learned it then.  I would think that ASL 

would be taught as part of the regular school curriculum as being able to sign 

has allowed me to help others over the years, who were deaf.  I was so 

grateful to be in a position to help no matter how little it may have been."  

Wyatt, do you think we need to move to a place where ASL is normalized as 

just another language to learn the way kids learn French or Spanish? 

00:22:21 WYATTE HALL 

Absolutely.  The brain doesn't discriminate between types of language visual 

or spoken.  The brain just wants language period.  So what we see in brain 

imaging is that the brain processes languages in different modalities exactly 

the same way.  It's a sad irony that for the last hundred years the deaf 

community has had a perfect solution to these concerns about language 

acquisition sign language, but there's a long history of oppressing sign 

language. 

00:22:54 WYATTE HALL 

So what we see as being other or different for using sign doesn't have to be.  

There's an entrenched paternalism and attitude that still exists today that 

sign language is somehow inferior and that literacy can only be passed on 

from parents.  But in a perfect world I think ASL would be provided to 

everybody and would be a normal part of everyday life.  We know that 

hearing babies are often exposed to sign language so they can express 

themselves before they're articulation system is developed. 

00:23:26 WYATTE HALL 

So more language, whatever language it is is always better. 

00:23:29 JENN WHITE 

Well, Roger tweets this, "I wish ASL was taught as a universal language to 

everyone in the country.  It would be so useful not only to communicate to the 

hearing impaired, but to silently communicate with anyone at a distance or 

through a window all without shouting."  I'm Jenn White.  You're listening to 

1A. 
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00:23:50 JENN WHITE 

Our guest is Wyatt Hall, Research Assistant Professor at the University of 

Rochester Medical School.  He is deaf and uses American Sign Language.  His 

interpreter is Marlene Elliott.  And you can listen and watch this 

conversation.  We're streaming it on our Facebook page, The 1A. 

00:24:06 JENN WHITE 

Now, Wyatt, in an opinion published on CNN Sarah Novick, a writer and 

professor who is deaf wrote about the hurdles to vaccination for deaf people.  

And I'd like to read part of what she wrote, quote, "It's no surprise that 

many deaf people do not trust a group whose profession is also working 

actively to stop deafness and therefore people like us from existing at all," end 

quote.  Is the experience of deafness as an identity not an impairment, but a 

different way of experiencing the world part of the conversation here? 

00:24:41 WYATTE HALL 

Yes.  Absolutely it is.  I think we have to understand that as humans the 

world benefits from diversity.  There are many things that society has 

benefitted from because deaf people exist.  And what are the consequences of 

excluding or exterminating that variety of human life?  It's unpredictable.  

But we benefit from language, we benefit from captions on TV.  Many people 

benefit from captions and they have no hearing loss at all.  Younger kids 

work on their reading skills.  It's the same with the telephone.  The telephone 

exists, because Alexander Graham Bell was trying to develop a system to 

communicate with deaf people and he came up with the telephone. 

00:25:26 WYATTE HALL 

So excluding deaf people or exterminating them as a group is harmful to 

everyone.  The field of linguistics had an earth shattering moment when they 

realized that visual languages are true languages.  So there is a scientific gain.  

So wiping out a whole community, a culture and a language is wiping out a 

way of being is detrimental to everyone.  Hearing loss is a little bit of a 

misnomer.  I was born deaf as far as I know, and I didn't experience a loss.  I 

never lost anything.  I just exist in the world as the person that I am.  And I'm 

visual person. 

00:26:03 JENN WHITE 

And that ... 

00:26:04 WYATTE HALL 

Oh, go ahead.  Sorry. 
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00:26:05 JENN WHITE 

No, I was just going to share that Julie commented something very similar 

saying, "Hearing loss as a label for children born deaf is not accurate.  They 

never lost anything.  It is a deficit framework used by the medical profession.  

Calling them deaf children is more affirmative by accepting and celebrating 

them for who they are." 

00:26:24 WYATTE HALL 

Yes.  Yes.  Definitely. 

00:26:27 JENN WHITE 

Wyatt. 

00:26:30 WYATTE HALL 

Go ahead. 

00:26:30 JENN WHITE 

Well, there seems to be growing representation of the deaf experience in pop 

culture.  The Netflix series "Deaf U," the Oscar nominated movie "Sound of 

Metal," there's also the Sundance hit film "CODA," which Apple paid a 

record $25 million for.  What do you make of that kind of representation 

because it's -- they share different experiences of deafness.  Do you think this 

is helpful? 

00:26:59 WYATTE HALL 

Yes.  I do definitely.  The more representation, the more normalized we 

become and people become aware that we exist and we're part of the world.  

At the same time, I always struggle with that personally, because I don't want 

to become inspiration porn where people say, wow, look this person is deaf 

and they can function in the world.  I mean, we're people.  So I hope those 

representations are always in a positive sense.  I don't want people to take 

away the wrong message from those representations. 

00:27:33 JENN WHITE 

We got this text from Sam in Florida who says, "As a board certified 

occupational therapy assistant I advocate for children and adults with 

hearing deficits who require sign language for a meaningful communication.  

I setup monthly meetings of neighbors, family and friends to learn basic ASL 

to chat with patients.  It's a win-win to acceptance and encouragement."  Just 

as we wrap here in a about a minute to your mind, Wyatt, what are the 

solutions here?  What can be done or perhaps is already being done to 

address some of the issues we've discussed this hour? 
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00:28:08 WYATTE HALL 

Well, providing sign.  It's as simple as that.  All of the money is currently 

funneled into repairing hearing systems, so deaf education programs, 

audiology, cochlear implants all of that is about fixing hearing.  But if even a 

fraction of that money went to teaching ASL or providing deaf mentors to 

hearing families, parents would have a genuine choice, because right now the 

resources are in the medical intervention not in learning ASL. 

00:28:37 WYATTE HALL 

So if we could move passed this debate of either or and deaf people having a 

right to exist and then develop a system that encourages sign language and it 

benefits everyone.  Imagine if people who experience age related hearing loss 

in their later years already had sign language, would they still experience the 

same kind of isolation that troubles that generation now?  So I think that 

providing sign language speaks for itself. 

00:29:06 JENN WHITE 

That's Wyatt Hall.  He's a Research Assistant Professor at the University of 

Rochester Medical School.  He was speaking to us using American Sign 

Language.  Marlene Elliott is his interpreter.  Video of our conversation was 

livestreamed on Facebook in order to be accessible to those who are deaf and 

hard hearing.  The video will be available to watch back after the show.  And 

a transcript will be available soon on our website, the1A.org.  This 

conversation was produced by Avery Kleinman.  I'm Jenn White. 

[ E N D ]  


