
oralism in deaf education
Oralism in deaf education is a teaching philosophy that emphasizes the use of
spoken language and lip-reading as the primary means of communication for
deaf and hard-of-hearing individuals. This approach has been a significant
aspect of deaf education for centuries, often sparking debates about the best
methods for teaching deaf students. In this article, we will explore the
history, principles, advantages, and criticisms of oralism, as well as its
impact on the deaf community and education practices today.

The Historical Context of Oralism

Oralism emerged in the late 19th century, largely as a response to the rising
popularity of sign language in education. The Milan Conference of 1880 marked
a pivotal moment for oralism when educators and professionals from around the
world convened to discuss deaf education. The conference resulted in a
resolution favoring oralism over manual communication methods, leading to
widespread adoption of oralist practices in schools.

Key Figures in Oralism

Several influential figures played a significant role in the development and
promotion of oralism in deaf education:

1. Alexander Graham Bell - Known for his invention of the telephone, Bell was
a strong advocate for oral education. He believed that teaching deaf
individuals to speak and lip-read would help them integrate better into
hearing society.

2. John Dewey - Although primarily known for his contributions to progressive
education, Dewey's ideas about experiential learning influenced some aspects
of oralism.

3. Mabel Gardiner Hubbard - As a deaf individual and Bell's wife, Hubbard
supported oralism and worked alongside Bell to promote this educational
philosophy.

Principles of Oralism

Oralism is founded on several core principles aimed at promoting spoken
language proficiency among deaf students:



Speech Development: Emphasis is placed on teaching students to produce
spoken language through articulation and vocal exercises.

Lip-Reading: Students are trained to read lips, allowing them to
understand spoken language by visually interpreting mouth movements.

Auditory Training: Techniques are employed to enhance residual hearing
through the use of hearing aids and auditory exercises.

Integration with Hearing Peers: Oralism promotes the idea that deaf
students should be educated alongside their hearing peers to foster
socialization and communication skills.

Advantages of Oralism

Oralism offers several advantages that have contributed to its popularity in
deaf education:

1. Enhanced Communication Skills

Proponents argue that oralism enables deaf individuals to develop effective
communication skills that allow them to interact more seamlessly with the
hearing world. Mastery of spoken language can open doors to job opportunities
and social integration.

2. Increased Independence

By focusing on spoken language, oralism encourages deaf individuals to rely
less on interpreters and sign language, potentially leading to greater
independence in daily life.

3. Access to Mainstream Education

Oralism facilitates the inclusion of deaf students in mainstream educational
settings, providing them with broader academic and social experiences.

4. Social Acceptance

Many advocates believe that proficiency in spoken language can lead to
greater social acceptance among hearing individuals, reducing stigma and



fostering inclusion.

Criticisms of Oralism

Despite its advantages, oralism has faced significant criticism from various
quarters, particularly from members of the deaf community and advocates of
sign language.

1. Neglect of Sign Language

Critics argue that oralism often neglects the value of sign language, which
is a natural and fully developed language with its own grammar and syntax.
This can lead to a lack of recognition for the cultural identity of deaf
individuals.

2. Limited Communication Opportunities

Relying solely on spoken language can limit communication opportunities for
deaf individuals, especially in environments where speech is not the primary
mode of communication.

3. Emotional and Psychological Impact

Some studies suggest that oralism can lead to feelings of isolation and
frustration among deaf students who struggle with verbal communication. This
emotional toll can hinder their overall educational experience.

4. Inequality in Access to Education

Critics also highlight that not all deaf individuals have the same level of
residual hearing or ability to learn spoken language. As a result, oralism
may not be an effective approach for everyone, leading to educational
inequities.

The Impact of Oralism on the Deaf Community

The legacy of oralism has left a profound impact on the deaf community. While
some individuals have thrived under oralist education, others have felt
marginalized by an approach that prioritizes speech over sign language.



1. Cultural Divide

Oralism has contributed to a cultural divide within the deaf community, with
some individuals identifying strongly with the oralist philosophy and others
embracing sign language and deaf culture.

2. Ongoing Debates

The debate between oralism and sign language education continues, with
advocates for both sides presenting strong arguments. This ongoing discourse
has led to a more nuanced understanding of deaf education, where many
educators now recognize the importance of bilingual approaches that
incorporate both spoken language and sign language.

The Future of Deaf Education

As we move forward in the field of deaf education, it is essential to
consider a more inclusive and flexible approach that respects the diverse
communication needs of deaf individuals.

1. Bilingual Education Models

Many educators are now advocating for bilingual education models that
incorporate both sign language and spoken language. This approach
acknowledges the value of sign language while also providing opportunities
for students to develop speech and auditory skills.

2. Individualized Education Plans (IEPs)

The implementation of IEPs allows for tailored educational experiences that
can accommodate the unique abilities and preferences of each deaf student,
whether they prefer oralism, sign language, or a combination of both.

3. Technology in Education

Advancements in technology, such as speech recognition software and improved
hearing aids, are also transforming the landscape of deaf education, making
it easier for students to access spoken language while still valuing sign
language.



Conclusion

In summary, oralism in deaf education has played a significant role in
shaping the educational experiences of deaf individuals for over a century.
While it offers certain advantages, it is crucial to recognize its
limitations and consider the diverse needs of the deaf community. As we
continue to evolve our understanding of deaf education, embracing a more
inclusive, bilingual approach may offer the best path forward, ensuring that
all deaf individuals have the opportunity to thrive in their educational
pursuits and beyond.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is oralism in deaf education?
Oralism is an educational philosophy that emphasizes teaching deaf students
to communicate primarily through spoken language and lip reading, rather than
using sign language.

What are the key techniques used in oralism?
Key techniques in oralism include speech therapy, auditory training, and the
use of hearing aids or cochlear implants to facilitate speech and listening
skills.

How does oralism differ from total communication?
Oralism focuses exclusively on spoken language, while total communication
combines various methods including sign language, speech, and other forms of
communication to accommodate diverse learning needs.

What are some criticisms of oralism in deaf
education?
Critics of oralism argue that it can neglect the cultural and linguistic
identity of deaf individuals, limit access to sign language, and place undue
pressure on students to conform to hearing norms.

What role do hearing aids and cochlear implants play
in oralism?
Hearing aids and cochlear implants are often central to oralism, as they are
used to enhance hearing capabilities, enabling deaf students to better
perceive and produce spoken language.



Is oralism still a popular approach in deaf
education today?
Oralism remains a popular approach in some educational settings, but there is
increasing recognition of the value of bilingual education and the use of
sign language alongside spoken language.

What is the historical context of oralism in deaf
education?
Oralism gained prominence in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
particularly following the 1880 Milan Conference, which favored oral methods
over sign language for deaf education.

How can teachers effectively implement oralism in
the classroom?
Teachers can effectively implement oralism by using clear speech, visual
cues, consistent routines, and incorporating technology like hearing aids to
support auditory learning.

What are the long-term outcomes for students
educated through oralism?
Long-term outcomes can vary; some students may become proficient in spoken
language and integrate well into hearing society, while others may struggle
with communication and identity issues if sign language is not included.
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