
Topic: Changes in the Deaf Community – Language and Deaf Pride 

 

#4 Lesson Plan 

Subject: Languages Part 3 Length of lesson: 1 hour 

Level: Intermediate #2 Resources needed: Computers or tablets with Internet 
connection, whiteboard & pens, SignDNA website link 
(www.signdna.org), worksheets, print-out of a simple 
children’s story or passage (approx 100 words), stopwatch 
(one can be utilised on a phone) 

Topic: Changes in the Deaf Community – Language and Deaf Pride 

Expectations 

Expectation(s): By the end of this lesson students should be able to: 
 

1. Understand basic concepts of language status 
 

2. Begin to understand the connection between language and identity 
 

3. Discuss why Deaf people change their language use in differing contexts 
 

Content 

What do I want the learners to know and/or be able to do?  
 
Today learners will: Be introduced to concepts of language status. Identify examples 
of differing language behaviour among Deaf people. Discuss the possible reasons for 
those changes, including oppression and identity. 
 

Learning context 

20 mins Recap of information covered in beginner and 
intermediate #1 
 
Language styles through the decades. 
 
Oralism – where Deaf people were taught to use lip-
reading and vocal speaking to communicate; started in 
New Zealand in the 1880s and used in education up until 
the late 1970s. 
 
Total Communication (T.C.) – a system of showing 
English in gestures while also mouthing or vocalising 
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english words, all in english grammar (including affixes), 
used in education between late 1970s and 1995. Often 
also referred to “Signed English” 
 
NZSL – Distinct and complete gestural visual language - 
used in education from 1995 onwards. 
 
Discussion about Language status: 
 
Question: What are the official languages of NZ? 
Answer: Te Reo Maori, English* (technically English is not 
“official” as no legislation has been enacted to legalise it, 
but it is the language of government and legislation, so is 
in effect a default official language), NZSL made official in 
2006 
 
Question: Are only these three languages used in NZ? 
 
A: No, New Zealand citizens, residents and visitors use 
many different languages to communicate. However not 
all of these languages are resourced by the New Zealand 
government.  
 
Government and government departments, including local 
authorities (like Councils) should provide their public 
information in at least the three official languages. Often 
they will decide to also provide information in other 
languages too, depending on the situation. [For students: 
“Can you think of times when it is important to provide 
information in lots of community languages”? E.g. public 
health alerts (measles, COVID-19) , biosecurity alerts (fruit 
fly), alerts for specific communities, etc. 
 
Question: What languages do you know? (note the 
various languages used by students) 
 
Question: Where do you use these languages? (note the 
different contexts where each language is used – likely 
strong distinction between public and private use) 
 
Question: Why are some languages used in public and 
others are not?  
 
A: Countries chose to actively support some languages 
over others for various reasons, including history (India 
uses English, Brazil uses Portuguese), politics (Many 
European nations have English as compulsory second 
language), or native status (such as te reo Māori – 
supported by the Treaty of Waitangi 1840 – and New 
Zealand Sign Language – supported by the NZSL Act 
2006). However some languages have a higher status 
than others, that is some languages are seen as more 
important or powerful than other languages, even if they 
are both official.  
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Question: What might influence which style of 
communication you chose? (OR who gives you permission 
to use them in different places?) 
 
A: Predominantly parents (whether they were Deaf 
themselves, or hearing non-signers (over 90% of parents 
of Deaf children are hearing people), government policy 
(how the government supports communication, especially 
in schools and the education system). 
 
Q: How can government policy affect how people 
communicate? 
 
A: It allows for public information to be available in those 
languages. It also gives a language “status” by giving it 
formal and/or endorsement, which can support its use in 
public.  
 
Note: There are vivid parallels with the oppression of te 
reo Māori as it too was banned in education and alternate 
language imposed (English). This is a valid and interesting 
comparison to use at your discretion. The focus can easily 
and understandably shift from NZSL. 
 

15 mins  ACTIVITY –  As a group all students to watch the video 
“Foundation Stone Ceremony” - 
https://signdna.org/video/foundation-stone-ceremony/ (3 
mins long) 
 
This event was the laying of the “foundation” stone (a 
symbolic part of a new building being built) of the 
Auckland Deaf Welfare Centre – the early version of 
Auckland Deaf Club, the cultural centre of the Auckland 
Deaf community. 
 
Questions: What do you notice happening? How were 
people communicating? Were the speakers Deaf or 
hearing? How do you know?  
 
In fact the speaker at 0:58 was the president of the Deaf 
club and a very cultural Deaf person (Owen Gibbons). 
 
Question: Why was Mr Gibbons speaking to the crowd 
and not using sign language?  
 
This touches on aspects of language status and pride. At 
this time, in 1958, sign languages were still banned in 
Deaf education and were not generally accepted by 
society. They had no recognition and even globally there 
very little understanding that sign languages were 
complete and valid languages. This can have a powerful 
effect on the users of that language. Mr Gibbons was 
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familiar with signing and would have happily signed 
among a group of Deaf people, so why would he not use it 
in an event celebrating the new Deaf centre? 
 
At that time NZSL was not regarded as a language by any 
authority and was still banned within Deaf education. Such 
conditions can dramatically affect a language’s status both 
for the general population and even for the users of that 
language. In the 1950s it would have been unthinkable, 
even potentially rude, to use signing in a formal event.  
 

15 mins Activity – contrast the above video with the following clip 
from the opening of the Advance Centre (a service 
coordinating and supporting the provision of support for 
Deaf students in tertiary education in Auckland). 
https://signdna.org/video/opening-of-the-advance-centre/ 
(a longer clip so just skip through it for 5 minutes in total) 
 
The Centre was opened by Ruth Dyson, an MP who also 
championed the NZSL Act which obtained royal assent 
and became law two years later in 2006. 
 
Question: What do you see happening here?  
 
Question: What is different from the first event from the 
1950s? 
 
Question: Do Deaf people appear to shy away from 
singing in public in 2004?  
 
Question: Do you also notice any difference in the make-
up of the Deaf community leading this event? 
 
FYI: Māori Deaf at this time had undergone at least a 
decade of cultural realisation. 
 
Here is it viable and opportune to discuss the parallels 
with te reo use among Māori, and especially of reports that 
Māori themselves would resist using te reo in certain 
situations, and even refuse to teach their children te reo at 
home even if it meant that parents and children would 
struggle to communicate, all because they believed (from 
being taught and reminded constantly) that English was 
the more powerful and a ‘correct’ language.  
 

10 mins Wrap-up 
 
Government policy can influence how society views a 
particular language or even an entire group of people. The 
Deaf community lived and socialised and communicated 
naturally when by themselves, but when interacting with 
other people, especially hearing people in authority or 
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formal situations, Deaf people were likely to hide their sign 
language and revert to the language of the authority group 
(English). 
 
Question: How would you feel if you had to hide your own 
language from public view?  
 
Note: Some students might be in a situation where they 
have to do this currently, so be careful how this question is 
discussed, but of course hearing from those students 
could be educationally valuable if they are safe to discuss 
it.  
 
What would you do you show that you were proud of your 
own language(s)? 
 

Resources/further reading 
● Watch Us - www.watchus.nz  
● Talking Hands, Listening Eyes - Dr Pat Dugdale 

 


