Cued Speech Article for NDCS Talk

When our son was diagnosed profoundly deaf fifteen years ago I was not worried by the deafness itself but by the language implications of being born deaf.  How would he learn?  How would we communicate?  As a hearing parent I could see the attractions of both auralism and using British Sign Language.  But how could a deaf child have easy, complete access to the English language when he could hear only a small part of it?  I was surprised to learn that as little as 30% of language was lipreadable, and that to make educated guesses at the remaining 70% required prior knowledge of the language!  Should we therefore use BSL?  But how could I possibly learn quickly enough - surely my lack of skill would retard his progress.  With either approach how literate would he become?  When I was told that the average reading age for a deaf school leaver was eight I was horrified. 

Twenty years earlier similar problems occupied Dr R Orin Cornett of Gallaudet, the USA’s university for deaf people.  Dr Cornett observed that the majority of these exceptionally able deaf students were not competent in written English.  Cornett believed that if a child could have a solid foundation of spoken language on which to draw then their literacy skills and their communication with hearing family and friends could be improved.  

Dr Cornett’s aim was to devise an easy-to-learn system which would enable deaf children to see all the sounds of speech.  He drew on his mathematical background to devise Cued Speech which, in English, uses eight handshapes in four locations (“cues”) in combination with the natural mouth movements of speech to make all the sounds of spoken language look different.  Research shows that, with Cued Speech, the clarity of the language received by the deaf lipreader can be as high as 95% (G Nicholls 1979). 

It takes on average 20 hours to learn the basics of cueing.  Speed and fluency come with use.  Once the system has been learnt it can be used with any word in the English language.
Fifteen years ago we were lucky enough to hear about Cued Speech and our decision to use it has been far more successful than I ever dared to hope.  We have always had clear, full and usually stress free communication at home with the exceptions being of the “look at me while l tell you off” variety.  Like many “cue kids" our son acquired his language through Cued Speech but expressed himself through speech.  In mainstream school a Cued Speech Transliterator enabled our son to ‘see’ every word that the teacher uttered.  There was no ‘dumbing down’ of the language to match the helper’s vocabulary or the lip-reading skills of the pupil.  Academically our son is doing as well as he would if he was hearing and socially in a one-to-one situation he is rarely let down by his lipreading and well-trained residual hearing.
Cued Speech has now been used for over 30 years throughout the world and there is a growing body of evidence which demonstrates its effectiveness.  This includes research which shows that profoundly deaf children with whom Cued Speech is used can think in the spoken language of hearing society (J Alegria et al 1989) and achieve reading scores equivalent to hearing children of the same age (J E Wandel 1989). 

Interestingly it is not a choice which closes the door on other methods.  Research has shown that the use of Cued Speech helps listening skills (B L Charlier & D Paulissen).  Also the ease with which deaf children using Cued Speech can acquire an understanding of spoken language means that many become truly bilingual, even multiligual, in spoken and sign languages.

Fifteen years down the line my advice to hearing parents of deaf children would be to make full use of your child’s residual hearing, take any help on offer from native BSL users but, above all, find out how Cued Speech can help. 
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