THE LANGUAGE BUBBLE

“Language is food for the brain.”
Dr. Wyatte C. Hall

WAS HEADING INSIDE to get work done before school started, when seven-year-old Lazlo Hidalgo spotted me. He waved

frantically from across the large concrete schoolyard, and then ran in a thundering beeline to where | stood. Arms
flailing, shirt flapping and backpack straps flipping, he looked like a demented bird-boy. | was slightly alarmed, but that
early in the morning | tend to be both groggy and optimistic. Besides, it was my second year of teaching, and by then it
was clear that things at this job were rarely what they seemed.

“Rachel! Rachel!” Lazlo made a chaotic rendition of my name-sign as he ran and stopped just short of crashing
into me. | scanned his affable face and soft brown eyes, trying to gauge the crisis level there. His eyes shimmered
with urgency, but they weren’t unhappy. Perhaps he had some huge, good news to tell me.

“Good morning! What's up?” | asked. The realization pinged in me that | hadn’t yet taught my class the sign for what’s
up? It's a perky sign with a vibe all of its own. One flicks their hands sharply up from their chest, while the head jerks
backwards with a questioning expression. Even the kindergartners would relish it. | decided to throw it into the mix at
circle that morning.

When it came to my students and language, nothing was wasted on them. They devoured new signs as if they
were desert island refugees and the signs were water.

“Rachel! How do you say this? How do you say it in ASL?” ASL is short for American Sign Language. Signing with one
hand, as if to keep me grounded there, my student rummaged in his pocket with the other, finally producing a heavily
creased Walgreens advertisement.

“What’s the sign for it? You’ll show me, and then, how do you say it in English?” he pushed the paper close to my
face, a tinge of wildness in his eyes now. “Then, | want to know the Spanish for it. You'll tell me, okay Rachel? Okay?” His
words; sighs accompanied by bits and pieces of halting speech, tumbled out of him like dogs cooped up too long in a van.
I'd hoped to teach him a more worldly word, but Lazlo’s finger was hovering over a tiny image of Pikachu. | guessed he
wanted to alert his parents to his younger brother’s interest in Pikachu for a Christmas gift. My seven-year-old daughter
was a Pikachu fan too; the plush yellow toy sat on her bed now, benevolent-looking amongst the chaos of her small
bedroom.



“That’s a toy, it’s a Pokémon toy named Pikachu,” | signed to him, fingerspelling. “I don’t know if there’s a sign
in ASL for that. Sorry. You can make up a sign, or spell it.” There wasn’t anyone at my job whom | could ask if there
was a bonafide sign for Pikachu; this California public school had just two classes for Deaf students, and | was the
only teacher there who was Deaf. The empowering, elucidating gifts of American Sign Language and Deaf culture
were as elusive there as grains of gold in sand.

“Okay, so, what about English? How do | say it?”

“Pi-ka-chu,” | said out loud, tapping one finger for each syllable | spoke.

“Okay, Pi-ca-chu” Lazlo said. He had hearing aids on that day. “Now what about Spanish? Huh? Spanish,
Rachel!”

His questions showed me a lot had changed in a short time. His mother had been quietly distraught at an
individualized educational planning meeting (IEP) for him a few days earlier. Lazlo knew a little Spanish before
coming to my class, but now he was expressing himself more in ASL, and occasionally, spoken English. She was upset
that he’d dropped the Spanish. | suspected he was confused. His mother used Spanish, his father mostly English, his
previous teachers and the speech therapist here used SEE signs, while | was communicating in ASL. But | respected
the mother’s feelings, and promised her I’d make it a priority to talk to him about all the languages in his life and
distinguish between them.

The next day, | sat down with Lazlo and showed him the first column in a chart I'd made on a large piece of
paper.

“Your mother speaks this language. Spanish. It’s a beautiful language! Nifio,” I'd made a quick drawing of a boy.

“Escuela, hermano, familia, importante, animale. They’re words in Spanish. This next column is English. School,
brother, family, important, animal. And this column’s ASL. I'd left the ASL column blank, and | pointed to where the words
would be and signed them.

“I couldn’t write them, because they’re visual.” Lazlo took it all in avidly. “Someday, Lazlo. Later, you'll be trilingual!”
| was using my voice as well as signing, and the sound of the word trilingual trilled, shimmering, in the air, while the sign,
“3-languages,” swiftly explained its meaning. “You'll know English, ASL, and Spanish!” When he started at my class a few
months earlier, he’d known only a few words, and signs, in each language, so this was a leap, but at the dizzying speed this
boy was learning, | had no doubt it was possible.

“Okay. So are there any more languages?” he asked, cautiously, as if he didn’t want to press his luck.

“Yes, there are so many more! There are many different spoken languages, and many different sign languages!
Each country has their own, all over the world!” | made the sign for a long list; a scroll that rolled off one hand and
down to the floor. Lazlo’s eyes widened, becoming so huge that | laughed.

“Ill teach you ASL and English, | promise. For Spanish, your mom can teach you! | only know a little, sorry, but
my husband speaks Spanish and I'll try to learn more.” | couldn’t take for granted what would happen in his home.
About ninety percent of the parents of Deaf children are hearing and most don’t learn to sign beyond just survival-
level, home-made signs. This means their ability to communicate with their child is limited to things like “eat, hurry,
sleep, no.” Meanwhile, they’d talk to their other (hearing) children about religion, their plans for the day, how their
grandparent had started a business, and so on. (Meek, 2020; Hall et al., 2018)

But it’s not the parent’s fault that they don’t learn to sign—it’s the way they are guided by medical professionals,
who do not see the linguistic or cultural aspects. My student’s parents were wonderful people. | liked and respected
them; they were competent, dedicated, and loving parents. Some floored me with moments of heroism, energy, and
courage in a school system that was not always accessible, transparent, or respectful of them.

At times | ruefully felt they were better parents than I. With my own two children, | struggled to keep on top
of the many forms to sign and the homework and tasks that frothed out of their backpacks in a continuous stream
of need. I'd seen some teachers criticize parents, but the fallible parent in me saw all they did do. When they came
to take their children to the dentist, I'd wonder with a start how overdue my own kids were for their check-ups.
When they brought beautiful, homemade cupcakes for their child’s birthday I’d remember my evening sprint to the



supermarket to get garish, neon-colored ones for my daughter’s classes, and feel ashamed. No, | did not look down
on these parents, ever.

But whether due to the advice they got—or simply by virtue of the daily, survival-oriented grind of young
families—attaining a thorough mode of effective communication had fallen by the wayside. Children’s good nature
and keen intuition, too, can make it seem to parents that their communication style, of speaking or of gesturing or
home-made signs, is okay. Such communication seems to work when the child is young, and it soon becomes a habit.

It's not easy for a family to learn to sign, much less when their doctors, audiologist, and school administration are
not encouraging them—nor offering them the means—to do so.

However, it’s vital.

Now, Lazlo was percolating in front of me.

“And Spanish, Rachel?”

“I'll ask my husband about it later today. I'll write a note.” At this, he roared.

“Argh! What’s that mean, a NO? A NO-TE. A note!” Lazlo said ravenously.

“It means I'll get a paper and write the word down. When | get home, I'll see the note and remember to ask
my husband. Okay? I'll write a note.” He stared as if I'd told him | knew where treasure was hidden. | turned to look
at the clock on the school building behind us. | had a lot to do in my room before school started.

“That’s a clock,” | said, following Lazlo’s eyes, signing and voicing it. “A clock!” he exclaimed, his tongue forming
the word slowly with obvious relish. | said it again. My God, what a satisfying word it was! The sign was no less
rewarding.

In ASL, a sign, its timbre, and one’s facial expression, all carry a rich array of information. The meaning of the word,
or idea, springs to life in the air. In his book, Seeing Voices, Oliver Sacks says “Speech has only one dimension—its
dimension in time; writing has two dimensions, models have three; but only signed languages have at their disposal
four dimensions... The cracking of this enormously complex, four-dimensional structure may need the most formidable
hardware, as well as insight approaching genius. And yet it can also be cracked, effortlessly, by a three-year-old signer.”
Many signs are evocative and self-explanatory, like the sign for “traumatize,” which involves dragging a fingernail on
one’s forehead, as if to make an actual scar. Or the beautiful idiom for “I have something profound
/personal/important I’'m going to share with you,” where the hand starts at one’s chest area and then goes out towards
the other person, offering them one’s guts in a handful.

| repeated the sign for clock, and Lazlo copied me, a dreamy look on his face.

“I'm checking the time because | need to go inside.”

“You'll CHECK?” he asked, excitedly. | began to gather my bags.

“But Rachel, wait! What is check? And how do you say them; clock, and check, in Spanish? If you don’t know,
you’ll write a note for your husband. Okay? You'll write a note?”

“Yes, | WILL. | promise. But | have to go inside now. Go on, boy! Move!” | made a mock-exasperated face and
shook my head at him, gesticulating like an angry ltalian. At this, Lazlo knew he couldn’t squeeze any more
vocabulary out of me. At least not until eight minutes later, when class had begun.

People watching us might have thought he was getting scolded. They might have been surprised to see me
suddenly frowning ferociously and shaking my head at him, my hands on my hips. They’d be even more surprised to
see the wide grins on both our faces as we two strode off in opposite directions.

It was one of many, many moments on that job when the work was such a luminous pleasure that it felt strange
to be getting paid for it. When one finds their vocation, when one finds a job that feels like such a privilege and
honor that they wake up eagerly, despite not being a morning person, well then. They may be among the tired-est,
but they’re also the very luckiest person alive.



My students were Deaf but the rest of the students and all the staff at this school were hearing. This created many
challenges. For example, yard duty. We teachers took turns supervising the kids outside at recess, which meant watching
anywhere from five to fifteen Deaf, and a couple hundred hearing, kids play and roam the playground. At first, this presented
a repeating dilemma. The hearing students would run up to me, in groups, their faces sweaty and urgent. They’d all talk at
once, their pretty eyes flashing as they energetically and overlappingly pleaded their case in an argument they’d gotten into.
To me, their mouths jabbered with all the coherence of a group of yapping cocker spaniels. | wanted to conserve my energy
for teaching, and the energy required to lipread these kids was phenomenal.

“He seddacally ma notevee ackora,” one child would say earnestly. This would be met by hot protest from his
companions.

“No! That’s nottoo! | metta balla triable a new! A pollylas ee rummad o!”

“Thas notoo! Accka maybe anoellea! And he neber tolee!” another kid would add, bouncing on tip-toes as he
spoke. They’d go on and on. But eventually | came up with a trick. Sometimes all one needs is a good technique to
make things that seem jammed and insurmountable glide open like the pearly gates.

“Okay!” I'd say commandingly as soon as they approached me.

“] can see you guys have a big problem. With each other, right? A real problem.” The children would nod
seriously, holding their breath. “And you’re not happy. Okay.” But the kids already looked happier. | clearly
understood the gravity of their problem.

“So, here’s what | want you to do. Go sit over there, see that orange bench right over there? Then, each of you
take turns talking. When you’ve all solved the problem, fairly, you need to come back and let me know. Then, and
only after that, you can play again, okay?” It was a bit tyrannical of me, but the results were astounding. Without
exception the kids would tug my sleeves after only a few minutes had passed, sometimes mere seconds. Hand-in-
hand, arms around each-other’s shoulders, their eyes would shine as they excitedly declared they’d all solved the
problem.

“You solved it? Hey, that’s terrific!” I'd say looking at each child to see if it was mutual.

“Now you can go play again!” And off they’d go, trying awkwardly to maintain their hugs and looking back over
their shoulders as they ran.

| didn’t have to understand a word they said!

There were times my job was funny, times it was bewildering, and times it was brutal. But my second year of
teaching was one of unusual enchantment, largely due to Lazlo. That year, I'd realize sporadically, with a jolt and
tinge of guilt, that | also had other students to teach. But far from seeming jealous of him, or neglected, it was like
the rest of the class was transported along with us, in a sort of rapturous bubble. Lazlo’s love of learning simply
uplifted us. Unperturbed by hardship, the boy’s keen brown eyes reflected a world we all fell in love with, and it was
a floaty, magical year.

You can imagine how stunned | was, then, to find out, a few weeks after the Pikachu incident, that Lazlo had
done something that infuriated the principal. Mrs. Haylord—tall, with large eyes and a usually unflappable solidity
about her—appeared suddenly in my classroom one day during recess, speaking with an odd, simmering turbulence,
like a lit firecracker. Alarmingly, her words were as indecipherable to me as those of the children on the playground,
while the stakes were considerably higher. | tried to absorb the shock of her presence, but realized | had to think
fast. As she spoke, she avoided eye contact, as if it would spark an explosion.
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