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How Pre-service Teachers are Preparing to Serve the Deaf in AGED: Opting for American Sign Language (ASL) as a “Foreign Language” to Meet Teacher Certification Requirements in [state]

Introduction

“In the past decade, various changes have impacted agricultural, career, and technical education” (Elbert & Baggett, 2003, p. 105), for example, an increasing number of special needs students have been mainstreamed into agricultural education classrooms (Gentry & Myers, 2010).  Numerous high school students in the United States have disabilities that affect their learning.  According to the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), a person with a disability is someone who, “1) has a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits that person in one or more major life activities; or 2) has a record of such a physical or mental impairment; or 3) is regarded as having such a physical or mental impairment” (The U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 2008, sec. 902.1 [b]).  Specifically, one such disability is deafness or hearing loss.  In 2006, approximately 80,000 deaf or hard of hearing students in the nation’s school systems were receiving services (i.e., special education assistance) (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2009).  Educators often may not know about a student’s hearing loss; some student’s decibel loss is not great enough to require an interpreter, but their hearing is limited or impaired nonetheless.

“Agricultural Education teachers are faced with various challenges due to the mainstreaming of disabled students into regular classrooms. Thus, it is imperative that teachers acquire the skills needed and increase their competency levels to teach special need populations” (Elbert & Baggett, 2003, p. 106).  So, because many students in the nations’ school systems are deaf or have a significant hearing impairment, American Sign Language (ASL) could be an appropriate alternative to a traditional foreign language for pre-service teachers to learn.  By learning the language and “Deaf culture,” pre-service teachers, including those pursuing a degree and teacher certification in AGED, may gain a better understanding of the “Deaf World.”  In the case of [* * *] University, students can use the degree program’s five elective hours for this purpose ([* * *] University, 2007, AG-17). 

How It works

Pre-service teachers at [* * *] University must complete five credit hours of foreign language as a part of their teacher certification requirements in [state].  Pre-service teachers may enroll in ASL 1 and 3 in the fall and ASL 2 and 4 in the spring.  ASL 1 and 2 are also offered as month-long classes in the summer.  Students must take the classes consecutively and have a passing grade in the previous class to be eligible for the next.  ASL 1 and 2 are both five credit hour classes that focus on basic vocabulary and Deaf culture.  ASL 3 is focused on grammatical structure of the language.  ASL 4 explores ASL literature and poetry.  However, successful completion of ASL 1 meets the “foreign language” requirement and introduces pre-service teachers to Deaf students and their culture.  In ASL 1, “Learners will use finger spelling, signing, eye gaze, classifiers, mime, and facial expressions presented in context and through meaningful and experimental activities” ([* * *] University, 2007, p. 230).  ASL 1 also highlights the importance of non-manual signals (i.e., facial expressions and body language).

Results to Date

Since 2006, four AGED pre-service teachers completed ASL 1 successfully.  These pre-service teachers have been actively involved in the “Deaf Community” on campus as well as [city].  Pre-service teachers involvement around campus have included many activities such as, signing at athletic events, active members in the ASL club, and attending “silent dinners.”  One pre-service teacher, now enrolled as a graduate student, is currently training to become a certified interpreter.  As part of her on-going training, this student is charged with interpreting for a deaf pre-service student during AGED course laboratories.  Two caveats exist that students must consider when choosing ASL as a foreign language: 1) One instructor, thus, only one section, and 2) Honor students are granted priority enrollment, as a result, seat availability is an issue. This is unlike many other foreign languages at [* * *] University that have multiple instructors and sections. Subsequently, AGED pre-service teachers who are interested may not have the opportunity to enroll in ASL.

Future Plans 

AGED faculty will continue to make pre-service teachers aware of ASL as a foreign language option during advising sessions.  Pre-service teachers who have completed ASL could serve as a change agent regarding the adoption of ASL as a foreign language for other pre-service teachers (Rogers, 2003).  

Currently, an AGED major who is profoundly deaf is attending [* * *] University.  He aspires to become a secondary agricultural education teacher.  His main goal is to graduate from [* * *] University and start an agricultural education program at the [state] school for the Deaf (J. A. Billinger, personal communication, February 25, 2010).

Cost

The cost associated with ASL is the current price of tuition and associated fees.  At this time, tuition per credit hour is $131.35 and required fees for the course are $57.00, thus totaling $713.75 for the course. 
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