A REASON TO GO THERE
Imagine if you had to teach reading and writing skills in
English without ever making any reference at any point
to any part of the sound system. It’s the stuff
disturbing dreams are made of.
Where would you start? Why would you ever bother?
In 2005, Geoff Pearson was invited to run a couple of
English Reading and Writing classes for the Deaf
administrative staff at the WA Deaf Society. This training
was funded by the Workplace English Language and
Literacy (WELL) Program, which is part of the federal
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace
Relations (DEEWR).
This was the first time he had ever worked with Deaf
people, and although he is a trained English as a Second Language teacher, he had never realised in 25 years of
experience just how much teaching reading and writing depended on being able to hear. It was simply
something he had always taken for granted.
Suddenly, in these classes, he could no longer use the sound system at all. All of the students were profoundly
Deaf, did not use their voices, and communicated only in Auslan (Australian Sign Language). he had no skill
in Auslan myself, so he worked through an Auslan interpreter.
Fortunately Geoff had a background in theatre, which proved very useful, as everything he did had to be visual.
So for a year, he threw himself around the classroom like some passionate Charades-player. As much fun as
the students and the classes were, as a teacher he was still frustrated at the complete lack of commerciallyproduced English teaching materials for Deaf people which could convey the rules of English succinctly and
precisely. All the material he could find depended to some degree on the sound system, which rendered all of it
just about useless.
He realised early on that what the students needed most was a way of understanding the rules governing how to
put English sentences together, why words had to go in a certain order, and why, for example, in English we
used such words as “am, is, are, was, were, the, a” and “an” (to name just a few) which simply have no
equivalent in Auslan. Auslan also has no plurals – they sign “one car, two car” – and they have just three tenses
for past, present and future. Everything is contextual.
But English does have plurals, and astonishingly also has 17 different tenses! So, how was he to convey the
subtitles of all this - the difference between “I work”, I worked” I was working” I had been working” I am
working” I will have been working” I am going to work” etc.? The answer was: Grammar. The problem was:
it needed to be a visual grammar.
At around the same time, he was doing some other training using computers and software, and suddenly the
penny dropped – here was the technology to produce a visual grammar for the Deaf.
“The Grammar Disc – Pah!” contains 18 lessons presenting the basics of English grammar covering: five
major sentence patterns, the eight major word groups and seven key tenses. As it progresses, it links all this into
eight key workplace reading and writing tasks including reading safety signs, following instructions, writing
short messages, and writing brief reports. At the end of each lesson is a series of game-like, interactive
exercises to practise the grammar rules and skills taught in the lesson.
On screen at all times is one of two Auslan instructors who take the Deaf user through what’s happening on
screen and explain the grammar rules. The software never refers to the sound system, but uses specially shot
video footage from 11 WA workplaces, lots of pictures and some pretty amazing graphics produced by
TAFEWA’s technological whizzes at WestOne Services.

Barbara Harris, Coordinator of Emmanuel Centre, said, “I
immediately saw the benefits of such a project and the
difficulty that some people who are Deaf will have trying
to work on their own. I contacted Geoff and we began
working on how to develop a series of workshops
training trainers to use the Grammar Disk.” It is an
exciting program and already reaping benefits as people’s
language skills grow they, too grow in confidence and
self esteem.”
For further information about the Grammar Disc, please
visit www.thegrammardisc.net.au or contact Geoff
Pearson (08) 9330 8989 or the WA Deaf Society on (08)
9441 2677. People interested in becoming trainers can contact Barbara on 9328 8113.

