
Topic: Changes in the Deaf Community – Communication and Language 

 

#2 Lesson Plan 

Subject: Language Part 1 Length of lesson: 1 hour 

Level: Beginners Resources needed: Computers or tablets with Internet 
connection, whiteboard & pens, worksheets, SignDNA 
website link: www.signdna.org 

Topic: Changes in the Deaf Community – Communication and Language 

Expectations 

This lesson is an introduction to the various forms of communication and language that 
Deaf people have used over the decades.  
 
Expectation(s): By the end of this lesson students should be able to: 
 

1. Understand basic concepts of linguistic action and use 
 

2. Explain the fundamentals of each form of communication. 
 

3. Put into chronological order the three main forms of communication used by the 
Deaf community over the years 

 
Learning Skills: Researching the SignDNA archive database; self-reflection.  
 
Learning Concepts: Official language status, community languages, language rights, 
cultural recognition, Deaf communication, Deaf education, technology. 
 

Content 

What do I want the learners to know and/or be able to do?  
 
Today learners will: Students will be learning about the different styles of communication 
and language used by Deaf people in New Zealand over the last 100 years. They will 
understand what each of these modes means and what impact each may have on 
communication. They will learn about the basic history milestones of Deaf communication 
in New Zealand. 
 

Learning context 

10 mins Teacher to set background. 
 



Topic: Changes in the Deaf Community – Communication and Language 

Since 2006, New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL) is an 
official language in New Zealand. However the journey of 
NZSL has been a long one of struggle and difficulty. This 
lesson will introduce students to the different ways Deaf 
people have communicated over the decades, and why. 
 
Note: Teachers can either let students jump right in to the 
activity and discover different communication styles for 
themselves before explanation (recommended), OR you 
can introduce the concept of language use before they start.  
 
Question: If you were Deaf how could you communicate?  
 
Brainstorm ideas. Which of these methods relies on 
English? (NZSL ‘sign language’ does not rely on English. It 
has its own vocabulary and grammar.  
 
Generally students will come up with two answers: 
lipreading and signing.  
 
They may mention technology, such as hearing aids and 
cochlear implants. These are used when a person has 
some residual hearing, so become assistive technology to 
augment what hearing a person may have. Only some 
people have such levels of useful hearing and can make 
use of this technology. 
 
Note: it is sometimes fun and illuminating to ask the 
students to try and communicate by lip-reading, either lip-
reading you or each other, perhaps talking about your pets, 
weekend, or favourite TV shows. This should illustrate how 
difficult it can be to lip-read effectively, and the amount of 
time and concentration involved. (Tip: make sure they do 
not just end whispering to each other!) 
 
Observe if any students use gestures or facial expressions 
to get across their information to each other.  
 

25 mins  Student activity:  
 
Search on SignDNA to find examples of different 
communication styles/methods. Note the file name/title of 
the videos and what decade it came from. 
 
What did you notice in each video? 

15 mins Group feedback: 
 

1. Students report back on the different types of videos 
they found, and what they noticed in each of them. 

 
2. Place them in chronological order creating a timeline 

of language use. 
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Note: Students may not decipher the difference between 
signing and use of Total Communication. That’s okay, this is 
explained in more detail later, and in the next lesson. 
 

● “How are they talking?” Describe the communication 
style. 
 

● “When were Deaf people communicating like that?” 
Try and create a timeline, noticing change periods. 
 

● “What happened in-between?” Elicit: signing started 
being used in education and by families. 
 

● “When did you notice gestures/signs start to be 
used?” (TC used gestures, some borrowed from 
NZSL and some invented for TC (especially those 
showing English grammar). Elicit: late 1970s/early 
1980s. However the adult Deaf community has 
always used gestures to varying degrees – 
especially in private amongst themselves. 
 

• “Are Deaf people in pre-1970s films using purely oral 
methods, or gesturing/signing as well?” 
Suggested link: https://signdna.org/video/annual-
picnic-at-orewa-beach-1952/ (4:00 minutes into the 
video, a Deaf woman signs to the screen with her 
daughter. This is a good example of gestures used 
with oral mouth movements. The video has no 
sound. Can your students understand what she is 
saying? It’s fun to try! 

 
Examples for teacher to share with class, if not found by 
students: 
 

• Oralism: https://signdna.org/video/sumner-school-

for-the-deaf-1955/ 

• https://signdna.org/video/national-film-unit-visits-st-
dominics-school-for-the-deaf/ 
 

• Total Communication: 
https://signdna.org/video/total-communications-
camp-shown-on-the-south-tonight/ 

• Also any of the Sign Singers performances, as these 
signs reflect the English pretty much word for word. 
 

• NZSL: https://signdna.org/video/patrick-thompson-
upcoming-wananga/ 
 

• Via interpretation: 
https://signdna.org/video/bilingual-approach-at-kdec/ 
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10 mins Wrap-up 
 
Deaf people’s communication styles have changed 
dramatically over the decades. Much of this has been due 
to education policy, as over 90% of the parents of Deaf 
people have had no prior experience communicating with 
Deaf people so they often rely on the education system to 
raise their children and teach them language. Therefore the 
government policy of how Deaf children are to be educated 
has a huge impact on how those Deaf children learn to 
communicate and how they might communicate through 
their lives. 
 
From the late 19th century through to the late 1970s 
(roughly 100 years), the New Zealand education system 
allowed only oral english language to be used in Deaf 
education. Use of signs and gestures by Deaf children was 
punished, and signs became an ‘underground’ language 
used only in private, never in public.   
 
By the 1970s, many parents and educators of Deaf children 
had become sceptical that the poor academic achievements 
of Deaf children being taught orally were the best possible 
outcomes, and began to investigate and lobby for change. 
Other countries, including UK and Australia, had shown 
some success in a hybrid system of oralism and gestures, 
all following english grammar, and lobbied the government 
to adopt this into Deaf education in New Zealand. 
 
During the 1980s and early 1990s awareness of Deaf 
culture and the validity of sign languages globally grew, 
thanks in part to research, and global Deaf leadership, 
including here in New Zealand. Society was becoming more 
aware of respecting minority cultures and languages and so 
the focus changed on using NZSL in education. English was 
still highly valued, but not via lip-reading and vocal 
speaking, but instead via writing.  
 
These changes in education policy mean that members of 
the Deaf community often have quite different ways to 
communicate depending on their age. However as all have 
Deaf culture in common, these differences are embraced 
and accepted. 

Resources/further reading 
● Watch Us - www.watchus.nz  

Oral - https://watchus.nz/my-story/?keyword=oral  
TC/signing - https://watchus.nz/my-story/?keyword=TC  

● 1880 conference in Milan on Deaf education 
○ https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_International_Congress_on_Education

_of_the_Deaf 
○ https://www.verywellhealth.com/deaf-history-milan-1880-1046547 

 


