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 “Gluhota” or
  “gluhost” 
    

In the Slovenian language, both of these terms can 
be used to mean deafness. The Slovenian dictio-

nary (SSKJ) offers the same explanation for both terms, describing 
them as a characteristic, the state of being deaf ,  and treats them 
as synonyms. Neither word is noticeably dominant in the online 
world, but there is a definite difference in their use offline: the 
term gluhost  is more widely used in medical terminology and in 
scientific articles, while the term gluhota  is more commonly used 
by deaf people.

“Gluhonem” 
(deaf-mute)? 
Definitely not.
Deaf  people  are  deaf,  not  mute.  The use of  the S lovenian term 
gluhonem  (a  term which is  widely  misused in  the S lovenian 
language)  i s  outdated,  but  i s  st i l l  strongly  anchored among 
hear ing people  and wi l l  be tr icky  to  wean out  of  use.  Gluhonem
i s  st i l l  used in  certa in  forms of  media,  by  publ ic  inst i tut ions,  and 
most ly  by  people  who have no connect ion to  deafness  or  are 
indi fferent  to  i t .  Despite  efforts  to  increase publ ic  awareness 
of  the fact  the most  deaf  people  learn how to speak 
successful ly,  the word gluhonem  i s  st i l l  used.  Someone who 
is  gluhonem  (a  deaf-mute,  or  in  current  terms,  a  deaf  person) 
i s  deaf,  does  not  speak,  and only  communicates  through s ign 
language.  In  pract ise  th is  proper  use of  the word is  very  rare. 
So when we communicate with  the deaf,  we must  not  label 
them as  gluhonem ,  because th is  term is  derogatory.  In  the 
S lovenian language we a lso do not  use the terms hear ing 
impaired (s lušno pr izadet)  or  (s lušno motena oseba)  –  the deaf 
do not  l ike  these terms.  The most  appropr iate  term is  deaf.



9

Language – culture – 
individual (person?)    
L anguage is  the main means of  communicat ion in  a l l  cul tures . 
We use i t  to  name al l  th ings  surrounding us .  These things  are 
di f ferent  in  d i f ferent  cul tures,  as  wel l  as  for  each indiv idual , 
jus t  as  the wor ld  of  each cul ture and indiv idual  are  var ied. 
The more we have mastered our  own language,  the bet ter  we 
are at  communicat ing with  others  who speak the same language. 
For  many people  contac t  with  other  languages  or  with  other 
means of  communicat ion can cause feel ings  of  uncer taint y, 
which is  where we come into contac t  with  prejudice (e.g.,  the 
deaf  cannot  understand me,  I  cannot  understand the deaf, 
the deaf  cannot  express  ever y thing they wish to  express ,  I 
cannot  inc lude a  deaf  person in  a  conversat ion,  deaf  people 
are  less  educated,  the deaf  have lower intel lec tual  abi l i t ies) 
against  other  languages  and the assoc iated s tereot ypes .  Today, 
we are increasingly  exposed to  cul tures  and ident i t ies  other 
than our  own.  Mutual  respec t  and understanding ,  as  wel l  as  a 
posi t ive  at t i tude,  wi l l  make i t  eas ier  to  br idge the gap bet ween 
al l  these di f ferences .  Fur thermore,  coming into contac t  with 
divers i t y  and the interconnec t ion of  d i f ferent  cul tures  a lso 
great ly  enr ich one’s  own cul ture.  Let  us  a l low the cul ture and 
language of  the deaf  to  enr ich us  as  wel l . 

SURFSURF

ZDRAVO!
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To be deaf is to be 
different
Among the deaf, a culture has formed that is in many ways different 
from the culture of the hearing. This culture derives from the idea 
of deafness as a l ife experience that should not be perceived as 
a restriction, but should be util ized for the advantages it offers. 
Deafness, which on the one hand can be quite l imiting, can also 
open many other doors: the deaf are much better observers than the 
hearing. While the hearing focus more or less on what they hear while 
communicating, deaf people communicate in a much more complex 
way. They are more visual, and they are quick to notice whether 
something is wrong, because in addition to the voice aspect of human 
expression, they also consider the other person’s emotions, their 
facial expressions, their body language and the expression in 
their eyes.
 

Being deaf among the 
deaf: conversation is key
When deaf people meet each other on the street they immediately 
form a connection. Pleasantries and unnecessary phrases are 
unnecessary in conversation, because the communication of the 
deaf is immediate and direct. This does not mean that they chat any 
less. The opposite is true: the deaf love to talk, and when they are 
understood, they enjoy chatting so much that they will  often get 
carried away and forget the time – we do not blame them for being 
a l ittle late sometimes. Communication with others is important 
to them, so they do not interrupt it with other things: they do not 
use their phones during conversations, they do not check their social 
media accounts, their full  attention is focused on the conversation 
they are having. To ensure the best possible level of communication 
the deaf remove any aspect that might hinder them. For example,
when they sit down at the table, flowers, bottles, glasses and any-
thing else that could make communication difficult are removed.
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The person they are communicating with is of utmost importance. 
Thus, the deaf have developed their own strategies of commu-
nication, most of which would be beneficial to the hearing: pity, 
for example, is replaced with curiosity and the use of certain
strategies that can not be found in the world of the hearing - they 
never all  speak at once, they take turns; they do not interrupt 
each other; deaf people know how to explain things simply yet 
precisely; they always check whether or not they have understood 
what is being said correctly (while the hearing generally do not 
repeat what has been said or do not ask if they did not understand
something); deaf people remain focused on the interaction 
between speakers and maintain constant eye contact.
 
Eye contact is extremely important to the deaf. While the hearing can 
easily communicate without constant eye contact, communication 
with the deaf is different. Avoiding eye contact can be understood
as a show of rudeness by the deaf. What is more, if we keep glancing
away while someone is using sign language to communicate with 
us, we clearly express our ignorance.

The deaf are excellent at reading other ’s emotions and will  express 
their own very honestly. The reaction they get from society is very 
important to them: if they feel accepted, they are open and direct, 
with fewer emotional barriers than the hearing; if the response to 
them is negative and makes them feel excluded, they may suppress 
their feelings until  they later come to light in a much greater 
expression of emotions. This can be avoided if we listen to them 
and accept them in all  their complexity.
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Hugs are an indispensable element in the communication
of the deaf – many deaf people embrace each other
upon meeting and upon saying their goodbyes, even 
if they have never met before. Here, hugs should not 
be understood as an intrusion into one’s personal
space, but as a genuine expression of affection and 
warmth. Perhaps hugs could catch on with the hearing; 
the deaf would assure you that an embrace is something
beautiful and that human contact is nurturing.

Many deaf people are direct and can ask very personal questions 
when meeting someone for the first time - this is not unusual for 
them, as they are accustomed to expressing themselves clearly, 
without holding back. For example, there is nothing unusual in 
them telling us that we have gained weight; they do not sugarcoat
facts, they do not even have the tools to do so, because they are 
not able to express all  of the subtext through sign language that 
spoken language allows for. Upon first meeting you, they will 
also tell  you almost everything about themselves, including very 
intimate things. The deaf l ike to talk about themselves, their 
stories and their l ives to a much greater extent than the hearing. 
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Sign language – the 
mother tongue of the 
deaf
Sign language is the mother tongue of the deaf and their means/
language of communication. Sign language is a visual language 
and is based on the use of hands, facial expressions, eyes, l ips
and movement/body language. These elements are all  combined 
to create meaningful phrases and content. In principle, each 
movement has its own meaning and is carried out through 
the precise movement of the fingers and hands. However, 
one movement can sometimes have several meanings or there
 can be multiple movements/signs for one word. 

The one-handed alphabet is an integral part of sign language and is 
used for the following: 

- naming things and concepts that do not have a sign/move-
ment, 

- spelling names, cities and various terms,  
- naming names, objects, places.  

Some deaf people (especially older generations) use a two-handed 
alphabet. 

Sign language has its own grammar. The grammar of sign language
is not the same as that of spoken language. The grammar 
becomes apparent through movements of the body and facial
expressions, therefore it is important to look at the speaker ’s
face for the understanding of certain words.

Slovene sign language is the Slovene language expressed in signs or 
gestures, it is a sign language used primarily by the deaf in Slovenia. 
It is also used by interpreters, those hard of hearing and the hearing.
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Name signs
Almost every deaf person has a gesture for their own name. The deaf 
determine a personal gesture for each person in their community, 
as well as for the people they spend time with. Some deaf people 
decide on their own gesture for their name. They use a name sign 
so that they do not need to spell their full  name each time they 
use their name. The personal gesture usually reflects a certain 
characteristic of the person and is generally invented by someone 
in the deaf community. Some acquire their name sign very quickly, 
some after several months of cooperation or coexistence with the 
deaf, but some never do, even if they have lived in the deaf community 
their whole lives. Name signs are often not assigned to people with 
short, one-syllable names, such as Tom, Jan, Rok – these names 
are spelled easily and quickly, so there is no need for a name sign.

The process of acquiring a name sign in the deaf community is very 
interesting. You can get one based on the following: 

- personal characteristics (overweight, slim, tall,  short, long 
legs, curly hair), 

- hobbies, 
- the work you do, or your position at the workplace (boss, 

chef).

In any case, the person to whom the deaf have assigned a name sign 
must agree with it, since it could be inappropriate or even offensive. 
Therefore, we always ask whether the person agrees with their 
assigned sign.

Some are assigned a gesture that contains the first letter of their
name or the first letter of their name in combination with a 
movement, which il lustrates a certain characteristic of theirs. 
When we introduce ourselves to a deaf person, we first spell out 
our name with fingerspelling, then we explain our connection to 
the deaf community, and then we show them our name sign. It is 
not unusual for one’s name sign to change. Every deaf community 
can assign us a different name sign. They may see us differently 
and want to highlight something else, or there might already 
be someone in their community who has the same name sign.
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Do all deaf people use 
the same sign language?
No, there are as many sign languages as there are spoken
languages. There are many variants of sign language, and – as in 
spoken languages – there may be several versions within a single 
country. In Slovenia there are even dialects in sign language. In 
Belgium there are the French Belgian sign language and the Flemish 
sign language. The situation is similar in Spain, where they use the 
Spanish and Catalan sign languages. Even in countries with only 
one spoken language, there may be several sign languages, such as 
in Great Britain and Ireland. This happened because of historical 
development, which often differs to that of spoken languages.

Spoken languages are divided into language families based on their 
similarities and their closeness. Linguistic families also exist in 
sign language. For example, someone who has mastered German 
sign language will  f ind it easier to understand Austrian or Slovene 
sign language than Italian sign language. British sign language is 
a special case, since it differs greatly from any other European 
sign language and is only related to Australian sign language.
Agreed upon international signs exist in order for the deaf to be 
able to communicate internationally. They are used at international 
conferences and meetings where the participants do not use the 
same version of sign language. These international signs do not have 
precisely prescribed grammar or vocabulary and are based on gestures 
that have meaning in a specific context or as a specific lever of speaker. 
The vocabulary is l inked to the user ’s basic sign language, therefore 
more signs are required to describe and understand a concept. 

Not understanding a foreign sign language can often present an 
obstacle in communication. This is different for the deaf because 
sign language (although it differs from country to country) is more 
direct since it uses more or less natural gestures. A deaf person 
will  have an easier time communicating with someone who is from 
another country than a hearing person, since they are much more 
skil led at expressing themselves through gestures and through 
their whole body. If we ourselves use natural gestures, we express 
will ingness to communicate successfully. This is also our goal.



16

Being deaf in the hearing 
world
The experience of being deaf in the world of the hearing is generally 
good or bad. The experience is good when we have a mutual 
understanding of each other ’s worlds and when we understand the 
culture of behaviour of each community. Experiences are bad when 
we are indifferent to the other community, we do not tolerate it or we 
feel sorry for the other person. As a consequence, the deaf think of 
the hearing in terms of two groups: those who see everyone as equal 
and accept them in all  their diversity, and those who think that the 
deaf are inferior, less capable and less intelligent. In order to avoid 
bad experiences, deaf people need to be shown how they can live in 
the world of the hearing, so raising awareness is necessary. We must 
be aware, however, that the deaf cannot understand the world of 
the hearing only on the basis of explanation, sufficient information 
and reading – the content must be corroborated with practical 
examples. These greatly facil itate understanding for deaf people. 

For many, their first contact with a deaf person might seem rather 
unusual. Why? Among the hearing, it is customary to first approach 
a person with one’s voice, and later use gesture, touch, hand-
shakes, etc., especially when we are approaching from behind. 
The deaf cannot speak to us first – in order to get our attention, 
they touch us first, they tap us on the shoulder, which can cause 
feelings of unease. It is right that the deaf also know how to start a 
conversation with the hearing. First we approach slowly, establish 
eye contact and only then, if at all,  touch the other person. A light 
touch on the shoulder or arm is acceptable for the hearing.
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The hearing in the world 
of the deaf
For the hearing, ignorance and the misunderstanding of deafness 
are the main causes of problems in communicating with the deaf. 
Generally, people know too little about the culture of the deaf, which 
often leads to problems. We do not know that the deaf use many more 
facial expressions than the hearing, that they are generally louder,
wave their hands, tap people on the shoulder, embrace people,
in short, they communicate with their whole body. All of these 
elements are an indispensable part of their way of communicating, 
so we need to accept them as such. Certain signs might seem rude 
to the hearing, but if we understand the culture of the deaf and the 
linguistic system of sign language we will  understand it differently. 
For example, among the deaf it is quite normal to point your finger 
at someone, while it is usually considered rude among the hearing. 
This does not mean that the hearing do not use gestures l ike this, 
but the general culture of behaviour does not approve of it.  It is 
stil l  the case that the hearing see the deaf in various ways: some 
accept them, others do not. While the first are fun and friendly, 
and accept the deaf as equals, while understanding them in all  their 
variants (hyperactive, naive, strong, happy and uncomplicated),
the second feel that the deaf are incomplete, less educated, 
quiet, rude and isolated. This misconception about the deaf is l ikely
caused by a lack of general knowledge about the culture of the 
deaf; this perception is largely influenced by the media. The hearing 
from the latter group need to understand that the behaviour of the 
deaf is based on their different upbringing and social environment. 
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Lip reading
The deaf can pick up 30 to 60% of a conversation through lip 
reading – this means, on average, 30 to 40% of what is being said, 
everything else they guess, l ike putting together a puzzle. All  deaf 
people are not equally proficient in l ip reading – for example,
some do not even know how to lip read – they also find it difficult 
to distinguish similar sounds. The pronunciation of certain sounds 
or sets of letters (b, m, p), (f,  v), (g, k, h), (s, c, š), (d, n, t) can be 
very similar, so they connect these sounds together by memory 
into meaningful messages that they can understand. For example, 
pomagati (to help), pomahati (to wave) and pomakati (to dip) are 
three different words with three different meanings that look very 
similar when lip reading and can lead to misunderstanding what is 
being said. Lip reading can be very successful in optimal conditions, 
when the speaker is properly l it,  is speaking at an appropriate speed, 
moving their mouth clearly in order to correctly pronounce words 
and make them more straightforward and simple. Nevertheless, 
l ip reading is quite a tiring activity. It requires a high level of 
concentration and intellectual work – combining concepts and words, 
while having to fi l l  in the gaps where missing letters and concepts are 
too difficult to catch. Lip reading can be made easier with the use of 
gestures and the two- or one-handed alphabet. It is more difficult to 
understand speakers with moustaches or those who have no teeth.
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Talk to the deaf person, 
not the interpreter
When communicating with the deaf, we can use the expertise of 
an interpreter. An interpreter interprets spoken language into sign 
language for the deaf, and sign language into spoken language for 
the hearing. It is important to remember that we are conversing 
with the deaf person and not with the interpreter – we should 
always face the deaf person even if there is an interpreter present, 
and we should maintain an eye contact at all  times (even if the deaf 
person is not looking at us). 

Interpreters of sign language are an important medium
of communication between the deaf and the hearing, and they
enable the deaf to actively engage in society.

The rules of communi-
cating with the deaf 
In order to get the best results when communicating with the deaf, 
it is advisable to follow certain rules. Our first contact with a deaf 
person is important – we need to approach them respectfully and 
kindly. It is best to tap them on the shoulder gently, and then 
position ourselves in such a way that the deaf person has a l ight 
source behind their back, so that it is less bothersome, and the 
hearing person is turned towards the light. The deaf person should 
be facing us. We should speak while they are looking at us, and we 
should be mindful of eye contact, although the deaf person will 
be looking at our mouth in order to try to l ip read. We need to be 
focused on the conversation at all  times. Our behaviour is important, 
the deaf should be an equal partner in our conversation, so we must 
not finish their sentences for them, but rather remain patient. It is 
easier for the deaf to understand speech if we do not talk with our 
mouths full,  if  we do not cover our face or mouth, and if we speak at 
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a steady pace, slightly slower than usual. Yelling does not facil itate 
communication, distinctive articulation is much more important – 
that is, how we form our l ips into sounds, but we should not overdo it. 

When communicating with the deaf, we not only use our l ips, but 
also our body language. We emphasize our facial expressions, hand 
gestures and body language, which should go along with our topic 
of conversation. It is a good idea to check whether we are being 
understood – we should repeat whatever the deaf person does 
not understand in differently shaped and simple phrases, and if 
necessary, write or draw the unknown phrase. The opposite is also 
true: if we do not understand what the deaf person is saying to 
us, we should ask them to repeat it,  write it or draw it. We should 
use short and simple sentence structures, speak directly without 
elaborate explanations, and not skip from one topic to another. We 
should avoid foreign words.

When several people are involved in the conversation, we need to 
ensure that only one person is speaking at a time. Multiple spe-
akers confuse the deaf person, and definitely make it difficult for 
them to understand the conversation. One thing we can do is to 
briefly summarize the subject of the conversation (what we were 
talking about or what we are going to talk about) in order to make 
it easier for the deaf person to follow and be included in the con-
versation. We should not exclude them by saying that nothing 
important was said – this causes the deaf to feel neglected and 
insignificant. Multiple occurrences of rejection and negative
verbal communication gradually lead to reduced self-esteem,
avoiding contact with the hearing and loneliness.

Facial expressions 
The deaf do not understand jokes that contain complicated phrases 
and metaphors, so they are much more focused on facial expressions
and physical movement (body language) than the hearing. We 
must not exaggerate or pull faces because the deaf could perceive 
that as us making fun. We should do our best to talk in a way 
that makes it easier for the deaf to understand us. For the deaf 
to be able to follow facial expressions and body language (or 
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movement), it is advisable to form larger groups into a circle. This 
way each participant in the conversation canto see the others 
in their entirety, especially their faces and facial expressions.

Including the deaf in 
conversations of the 
hearing 
When there is a deaf person in a group of hearing people, we do 
not try to get rid of then by saying things l ike: „We’re not talking 
about anything important or fun“, „It‘s not a topic for you“, and 
so on. We explain what we are talking about to the deaf person, 
summarize the topic of conversation in simple sentences, and try 
to include them in the conversation as much as possible. We must 
not manipulate information. Some deaf people can misunderstand 
our ignorance – they imagine that the hearing are making fun of 
or mocking them. In order to avoid this, we need to pay attention 
to their reactions during the conversation; if we think that they do 
not understand, we repeat what has been said. The deaf will  feel 
comfortable in the conversation if they trust us to pass on all  the 
information being discussed – this gives them a sense of security in 
any given conversation.
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Including the hearing in 
deaf conversations
The hearing can also feel uncertain and misunderstood when 
they take part in a deaf conversation. It is good to know at least 
a few basic signs from sign language. We can also just use natural 
gestures – the main thing is that we are prepared to communicate.
Deaf people also find it difficult to incorporate the hearing in 
conversations, because they cannot guess how a hearing person
will  perceive their deafness. Some will  freeze or become withdrawn. 
When a hearing person is not frank about being frightened,
the deaf can misunderstand the situation and think that something
is wrong. As a consequence, they lose their self-confidence 
and communication becomes more difficult. Every deaf person 
will  be happy to detect a hearing person’s will ingness to help 
them communicate. With a positive approach we can establish
communication even when at first it seemed impossible.

Advantages to being deaf
Yes, although it sounds strange, being deaf can have its advantages. 
When deaf people do not want to see or „hear“ something, they can 
simply close their eyes and block out any problems. If only it was 
so simple for the hearing. It is also true that the deaf sleep more 
peacefully, since they are never disturbed by their partner‘s snoring,
which in the world of the hearing can be quite bothersome. 
Have you ever talked to someone riding on a different bus than 
you? Sign language enables the deaf to communicate with each 
other even when it would not be possible to do so using one’s voice.
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The deaf do not show 
that they are deaf. 
Why is that so?  
This happens mainly because of negative (personal) experiences in 
the world of hearing. These usually come in the form of negative 
responses from hearing people and their excessive or unpleasant 
attention. The deaf do not expose themselves situations when there
is no need for it.  It turns out that anonymity is often better than 
recognition. For example, if someone smiles, the deaf person will 
also smile; this is a reaction that makes it impossible for them to 
stand out. Of course, this hiding of one’s deafness can lead to 
problems, such as misunderstanding a certain situation. 

It seems that the deaf use this manner of presenting themselves in 
the hearing world their whole lives. This type of response is natural,
is a form of self-defense, and is learned from early childhood.

How can the hearing help 
the deaf? 
The first and most effective way is for the hearing to learn at least 
the basics of sign language. This may sound strange, but we 
need to listen to the deaf. We should try to communicate in their 
language as well as in our own. This way we can eliminate any 
misinterpretations, sadness, feelings of being misunderstood, etc. 
Let‘s learn about their culture, which will  help us understand their 
behaviour – this will  make it easier for all  of us. It is also important 
to socialize – the deaf can distance themselves from other hearing 
people because they feel different. We need to take notice of 
them and integrate them into society. You will  be surprised by how 
many new and beautiful things you will  experience.



25

Starting school
Going to school for the first time can be a major change for children. 
This applies to all  children: hearing and deaf. For the latter, this 
change is even greater – it can lead to feelings of distress, because 
deaf children often do not understand why they have to go to school 
or to a home. They are afraid that they have been rejected by their 
parents, for whom this also presents a whole new situation, often 
frightening and causing the parents to shy away. Children often do 
not understand the importance of school, and in their new school 
environment they may encounter misunderstanding and hostile
attitudes. All  of these problems can be greatly reduced. Above all,  it 
is important for a deaf child to be accepted it in all  their complexity, 
and the main role in overcoming fear is attributed to the teacher as a 
l ink between the deaf child and the other children in the classroom.

How can teachers help 
deaf children to be 
successful at school? 
Generally, the teacher is largely responsible for a deaf child’s success 
at school. Some teachers are born for the teaching profession; they 
have an interest in teaching children and preparing them for their 
future lives. But only a teacher who is compassionate and 
understands the difference and distress of being deaf in a new 
environment can contribute to the success of such a student.
These teachers must have a great deal of patience, since deaf 
children need a l ittle more time to open up to other hearing 
children. Gaining the trust of a deaf child will  make them much 
easier to motivate. Support, understanding and the desire 
to help the child succeed, as well as letting them know that we care 
about them and that their efforts will  be repaid, are the guarantee 
of a good relationship and success in school.
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The special aspects of 
teaching the deaf
Understanding deaf culture is definitely a priority. Special educators, 
teachers and counsellors working with the deaf should continually 
be educated at special conferences, lectures, meetings, etc.

They should understand the culture of the deaf, learn sign language 
(at least partially), but problems arise because some teachers who 
have not had this type of education are not capable of adapting 
their usual teaching methods to the deaf. It is, therefore, extremely 
important that they learn to combine their usual teaching methods 
with the specialized teaching methods that deaf students need. 
The deaf need a simple explanation – a complete explanation, but 
using simpler phrases. If this is not possible, there should be an 
interpreter with the hearing teacher. The teacher can also use the 
Znakovnik (Sign) phone application or the Slovenian dictionary of 
sign language.

A good teacher will  notice any different the understanding of an 
explanation in a deaf learner. Regardless of the complexity of the 
program, the teacher should be able to adapt the program to the 
abilities and needs of a deaf child. The child‘s unresponsiveness 
should not be classed in advance as ignorance or laziness, but 
should be interpreted as an alarm meaning that the teacher ’s 
explanation is too demanding or insufficiently adapted, or that the 
deaf simply need more time to absorb what is being taught. The 
teacher will  help the deaf student by offering additional materials, 
breaking the material into smaller and more controlled units,
repeating their explanation, preparing notes in advance, writing 
new words on the board and explaining them through pictures, 
having the students stand in a circle so that deaf children can follow 
more easily – the possibil ities endless. It is certain that at least 
one of them will  enable the deaf student to understand the materials 
and acquire new knowledge. It is important to check whether or not 
they have understood what is being taught – the deaf can pretend 
to understand the materials in order to not stand out from the 
others. The teacher must be alert and determine whether the deaf 
really do understand what is being taught or not. 
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The best teacher for a 
deaf student

It was a 4th grade teacher. That was the time when 
I started getting bad grades and the teacher asked 
me why [...] he was willing to help me by explaining 
words, and from then on I was happy to learn. He 
would explain words as he went along, if I  did not 
understand them. This turned out to be a good 
technique – this method was also beneficial to 
the other children. He would often explain words 
to me before and after class, he took time for me. 

It is important that teachers 
take time [...];  this is what tea-
chers can give to deaf children. 
I  had superb teachers, they 
definitely need to have a feel 
for what they are doing. 

Many such responses from the deaf exist. The most common 
statement is that the best teachers are those who take time 
for their deaf students and who care. Deaf students will  accept 
any and every form of help with open arms.
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Success comes through 
reading
Literacy and reading are often a major problem among the deaf. Deaf 
people’s level of the language is often behind that of the hearing,
 especially since many deaf people missed the early childhood years 
that play such an important role in the construction of language, 
and because not all  parents read to them or explain the meaning 
of the words. Research shows that children of deaf parents adopt 
language more quickly than the deaf children of hearing parents. In 
addition to the school environment, the home environment is very 
important in stimulating the reading culture of the deaf. 

Reading demands a solid understanding of language. For the deaf 
l iving in a Slovene environment, that language is Slovenian. This is 
not their mother tongue, as many people would wrongly assume. 

The mother tongue of the deaf is sign language.

That is why, for the sake of a successful learning experience, it is 
essential that the deaf know the language of the community as well 
as possible, that is, the official language of the country in which 
they reside. For them Slovene is another language they can use in 
both written communication and in speech. Many deaf people give 
up in this process, because they have to deal with two languages 
from a very young age if they want to enter the world of the
hearing as equals. The teacher again plays an important role here; 
they must promote the development of language, not just the 
language as such, but particularly its practical use. The Slovene 
language must be built gradually, alongside sign language. Deaf 
students should be encouraged to learn the language of the 
community and to be enthusiastic about reading. This is a difficult 
task for both the teacher and the deaf student – the latter must 
put in much more effort than a hearing child to understand the 
text. But everything is possible. Everything is feasible. Sufficient 
will  and perseverance surely lead to success – to the pleasure of 
reading and feeling content when we have succeeded.
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I  l ived in a family of highly educated people. 
They all  did a lot of reading and they all  seemed 
so smart to me. Since I too wanted to be smart, 
I  started to reach for books myself [...],  I  actually 
spent years and years looking at the pages 
trying to understand the text. At first I  didn’t 
understand anything, later I  could understand 
certain words, but the content stil l  seemed 
foreign to me. Then one day I suddenly 
understood what I was reading – I was so happy!
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The teacher’s role
Many deaf people do not receive basic l ife concepts or education 
from their parents. Sometimes parents shelter their deaf child 
within their personal social circle and restrict their learning about 
the world and their surroundings. There are stil l  some parents who 
limit their deaf children’s communication with the rest of the world, 
and consequently they shake their feeling of support and their 
self-confidence. Therefore, it is all  the more important that this 
role is taken by properly trained and empathic teachers, who must 
do their best to prepare the deaf for the very different world of the 
hearing. In particular, they need to teach then more about writing 
and reading, and about the culture of the hearing. Only through 
understanding each other ’s cultures, can we hope to achieve successful 
and human coexistence. The teacher, for example, should explain to 
the deaf student that slamming a door repeatedly will bother a hearing 
person, that it is inappropriate to cause noise during someone 
else’s conversation, that it is appropriate to let other people exit 
an elevator before entering, and to approach people carefully. 
Many deaf people do these things, because no one has told them 
what this type of behaviour means in the world of the hearing. We 
explain these kinds of things to adult deaf people in a polite way, 
and educate children by teaching them on the basis of individual 
situations. 

For many years I mistakenly thought that I was noisy, until certain hearing 
people told me that they couldn’t hear me at all, that it’s normal to go to the 
bathroom, flush the toilet, open and close doors, move chairs, etc. The hearing are 
immune to certain sounds. As for what these sounds are, the deaf do not know.

The deaf should not have to worry about what the hearing think of 
them.



31

Choosing a job as a deaf 
person
Some professions are out of reach for the deaf, or cannot be performed 
by the deaf.  This cliché is increasingly questionable and a consequence 
of the false belief that deaf people are less capable than the hearing. 
Every hearing person cannot partake in every professions, can they?
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Until recently, a very l imited number of occupations existed for the 
deaf. The enrolment restrictions for further study were very strict 
and only above-average students were able to pass the standard 
matura (end of school examinations). The professions that the 
deaf had to choose from were in the area of sewing, joinery, 
metalworking and graphics. For many people this presented a large 
restriction, since they knew they were capable of much more. 
There is also a need for awareness on this topic – there are far 
more professions and opportunities for the deaf than the formal 
education system offers. Education, social contacts and groups 
can greatly contribute to one’s choice of further schooling, faculty 
or profession. It is important to set a goal, even if this goal 
is difficult to achieve, but the awareness that it is possible 
and accessible is an essential motivation for everyone.

The deaf and their 
dreams
How to the deaf dream? Their dreams are similar to those of the 
hearing: they can be beautiful, pleasant, full  of adrenaline, or they 
can be sad, nightmarish and even scary. The deaf can also dream in 
sign language, where there is no voice to be heard, only pictures. 
When they are in the company of other deaf people in their dreams, 
they use sign language, when they are in the company of the hearing, 
they speak. That is not a general rule. Every deaf person dreams in 
their own way: only in images, in images with signs, in sign language, 
or with sound, but definitely very emotionally, in images or in fi lm; 
some are even aware of their deafness in their dreams.  
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Preparing for the future
It seems that the hearing and the deaf have similar views on the future. 
In general, what we strive for in l ife is happiness (whatever that means 
for each individual) and being accepted in our community. After 
interviewing deaf people, three views of the future became apparent:

jehfdjnf

dkmkv..
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a) The worried view

Many deaf people worry about what will  happen in the future, 
because the environment is not always in favour of the deaf. If 
they become il l  and are alone, they will  have more problems, so 
the worries the deaf have about the future are definitely relevant: 
will  the doctor understand the issues and problems of the deaf 
person, will  they be patient enough and devote themselves entirely 
to a slightly different patient, will  there always be interpreters 
available to the deaf, etc.? In addition to caring for oneself, there 
is also concern surrounding one’s offspring: what will  happen 
to (deaf) children when there is no one to care for them, who will 
comfort them when their peers make fun of them?

The solution to these concerns might be simple. We educate deaf 
children in a way that gives them the power and pride to function 
successfully in the hearing world. Knowledge of sign language 
definitely contributes to one’s self-image, but sign language is also a 
bridge between the world of the deaf and the hearing, it is especially 
necessary to be aware of its connecting power. Imagine if sign 
language was offered as an elective subject in schools – initially as 
a subject of interest, which would greatly enrich the connection 
between the two cultures. Implementing this would reduce the 
sceptical views the deaf have of their future – and this is a big step. 
The connection among the deaf is also important, because together 
(as a community, as an organization) they can be more penetrating 
and stronger when it comes to their rights. The solution for a better 
future of the deaf l ies, after all,  in a satisfactory and appropriate 
general education – the same kind that hearing children receive.

b) The view of positivity and happiness
 
Another view of the future, which is positive and full  of expectations, 
is based on the realisation that the development of science and 
technology keeps moving forward. This means that in the future, the 
deaf will  have better technology that will  make it easier for them to 
communicate with the hearing and vice versa. For example, smart-
phones might have translation software, artificial interpreters, 
robotic translators, etc. Deaf people will  be able to take part in 
projects that are out of their reach right now; their careers will 
not be limited to certain fields, but will  reach into areas that are 
unavailable to them at the moment. The future will  reduce the 
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differences between the deaf and the hearing, and, in particular, it 
will  make it possible for the deaf to become more involved in the 
world of hearing.

c) The view of everything being fine the way it is 

Some deaf people are happy with the current situation. This could 
possibly be the worst view of the future, since it does not call  for 
any activity on their own behalf in striving for a better quality 
of l ife. If we go with the flow, allowing it to take us into unknown 
waters, we miss out on chances not only for ourselves, but for 
our children as well.  This is why it is important for us to take 
responsibility for our future and not become apathetic. A motivated 
and active life should lead to a better future for everyone.
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Thoughts of a 
Deaf Child
My family knew I was deaf

When I was only three
And since then, fifteen years ago

Have never signed to me
I know when I‘m around my house

I try and use my voice
It makes feel more comfortable 

For me, I  have no choice.

I try, communicate their way
Uncomfortable for me

My parents wouldn‘t learn to sign
Ashamed or apathy?

I never cared about the sound
Of radios and bands

What hurts me is I  never heard
My parents signing hands.

Stephen J. Bellitz
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