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ABSTRACT

This paper presents results from an exploratory proposal that was carried out with a group of

deaf preschoolers (4 to 7) at CEPRE, a community service at Campinas State University

(Unicamp) that offers support in language and educational development (sign language and

speech/language therapy) to families with deaf children. In Campinas, many municipal

schools have special education services for students with disability, but they need close

contact with the deaf community to become fluent in Brazilian sign language (Libras).

CEPRE-Unicamp offers deaf children and families a chance to learn Libras with deaf

instructors and contact with other deaf children. Visual arts are an important part of the

program, because skills in both reading pictures and producing them will enable deaf

students to survive, and hopefully to succeed in the regular school system, as they develop

alternate means of making meanings, and as they struggle with learning Portuguese. Having

worked with deaf preschoolers for over ten years, we observed how imaginative they were,

and how easy it was for them to see figures in irregular shapes, and invent new ideas based

on images seen in new positions. Aiming to enhance their collective drawing repertoire, we

proposed a moving images project, where we did various paper animations sequences that

helped children to understand representations of visual narratives. The results revealed the

children’s different age related levels of understanding, and how they used vocalization (for

those with moderate hearing loss) and movements (for those with profound loss) as they

played with their productions.
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Moving images: advancing deaf children’s repertoire in visual arts

Introduction

Visual arts are important in preschool and early elementary school curriculum for

many reasons. To name one, children need to understand how to produce and read images

because they live in societies where images are used for identification purposes, to

communicate, to express ideas and feelings and also, of course, for aesthetics; visual arts

can be a gateway into learning about art as a cultural activity. A solid arts program should

clearly be an essential part of the school experience for deaf children, whose primary access

to language is visual.

Green and Hasselbring (1982) are concerned that art teaching should not have

primarily recreational aims, when working with deaf students, but should consider art as a

field of knowledge. They point out that schools are so impregnated by learning through the

verbal mode that deaf students are handicapped in their access to curricular content. If

content were presented visually, deaf students would not have such a hard time

understanding the material being presented. The authors conclude that art can have an

important role in teaching; they argue that the best person to teach art is the regular

classroom teacher who knows the children, knows how to communicate with the deaf

students and is able to relate art activities to projects that are underway. The specialist art

teacher, on the other hand, does not know how to sign, and will be unable to relate his

program to the activities that with which the children are involved. This opinion is probably up

for debate.

Researchers who have investigated teaching art to students with disabilities have

been disappointed to perceive that sometimes the capabilities of children with special needs

are underestimated; art activities are often boring, repetitive, and offer little in the way of

challenge and expressivity. Many art teachers are unprepared to work with students who

have disabilities in an inclusive setting; sometimes children with disabilities have even been

excluded from art class. Blandy (1994) contributes with the following strong criticism:

Art educators who rely on categorically prescriptive approaches to students
with disabilities will be challenged by students and their advocates for
continuing practices that are no longer thought to be in the best interests of
American society. There can no longer be one type of art education for those
who are disabled and another type for those who are not. Art educators
seeking to disqualify students from art education classes because of
disabilities will be in violation of the law. The many and varied environments in
which art education takes place will need to become flexible, dynamic, and
adaptable to meet the needs of all participants. Art education curriculums and
programs with rigidly conceived standards for mastery will be inappropriate.
Greater emphasis will be given to curriculums and programs that are learner-
centered and attentive to individual differences and learning styles (p. 184).
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What is specific about deafness and art production? From the point of view of the art

teacher, one aspect has to do with how to teach art using signs when the teacher himself or

herself might have only a rudimentary or intermediate level of fluency in sign language. Much

can be shown, or modeled, but sometimes it is preferable to avoid models so as not to

channel the children into solutions that inhibit their own very expressive graphic solutions.

From experience, I consider that the issue of joint attention at the beginning when general

instructions are proffered is quite challenging, as is interaction while the children are involved

in their artwork. They cannot talk and draw at the same time, because both activities occupy

their hands. Another way of showing and explaining has to be worked out, something along

the line of what Janjua, Woll and Kyle (2002) have explained in their comparative research of

deaf mothers and hearing mothers interacting with their babies. Briefly, they show that the

deaf mothers sign what will be seen by pointing first, achieving joint attention, and then they

look together with the child, while hearing mothers tend to point and verbalize at the same

time while the child is looking at the object of interest. This works with hearing children, but

the deaf children miss out on the explanation.

A learner-centered art curriculum has to do with respecting and considering the

learners’ way of accessing the material. In deafness, in a nutshell, that means using sign

language and assuring the meaning is presented visually. Sounds easy, but it really isn’t!

The field is wide open for research, as there are few reports that discuss what actually goes

on behind-the-scenes.

What do we know about deaf children’s drawing development and practices?

In Brazil, there is very little research about arts and disability in general, and visual art

and deafness in particular. Maria de Fátima Godóy (1998) is one of the few researchers who

has tackled the theme of teaching art to deaf children. She investigated art teaching in

special schools for deaf students in São Paulo, demonstrating that the specialist teachers

were unaware of the official art curriculum proposals and that for solid art teaching to take

place, the teachers needed to be better prepared and informed in order to work with this
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group of students. Because their undergraduate courses had not covered content related to

disability in general or deafness, specifically, they needed to have in-service formation so as

to better answer to the needs of their deaf students.

We ourselves have published two diverse studies on art and deafness: a chapter on

deaf children and wordless picture books (Reily, 2003) and a book about a young savant

man with moderate hearing impairment who had extraordinary drawing abilities (Reily, 2001).

There has been some recent interest among Brazilian researchers of Deaf Studies in what is

being called “deaf art” (referring to drama and literature, especially), stimulated by

international militancy on disability rights and identity movements, though little research has

actually been published on deaf visual arts. Other than these productions, there is little

national research and publication on the theme in question. For theoretical support,

therefore, one must rely on international literature.

Overview of international literature on art and deafness

Many publications from the mid-twentieth-century can be characterized as using

drawing as an instrument for psychological diagnosis and treatment (Johnson and Gloye,

1958). A classic study was undertaken by Pintner (1941) with 700 deaf students. He argued

that able teachers should fully explore the drawing abilities of deaf students, since their

achievements in art would not be delayed, as compared to other curricular areas. He

criticized teachers for undervaluing what deaf students were capable of achieving in drawing.

We suspect that in many places, Pintner’s proposal has still not been heeded…

A good many studies aimed at diagnosing emotional disturbance (anxiety) and social

behavior using drawing as a testing instrument. Davis and Hoopes (1975), for instance,

applied the H-T-P Test (House-Tree-Person Test) to 80 deaf and hearing children within the

7 to 10 age range, so as to assess and compare differences in their drawings that might

reveal aspects related to disability as well as to investigate indicators of emotional

disturbances or socio-affective adjustment difficulties. The researchers looked specifically at

how the ears were depicted (presence or absence thereof; position and proportion;

excessive or diminished size; convolutions, irregular shape of ear; glasses without ears;
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In working with young signers in art, we are banking on their hybrid thinking, as they

migrate between semiotic systems: play, drawing, sign language, movement and dance and

writing.

Figure 1 – Marcos signing bird

The context – inclusion in Brazil

Over the last 15 years, legislation regulating policies for inclusion in municipal schools

in Campinas, Brazil, has led to considerable broadening of possibilities for regular schooling

for children with disabilities. Notably, the 1988 Brazilian Constitution recognized the rights of

people with disabilities to public education, preferably in the regular school system. In this

vein, another important set of policies was established through the Lei de Diretrizes e Bases

da Educação Nacional of 1996 (roughly translated as Guidelines and Bases for National

Education Law of 1996), regulating special education services and support programs to be

made available for students with disabilities integrated in the regular school system (Ferreira

and Ferreira, 2004). In Brazil, education is compulsory – home schooling is not an option.

The municipal education council of Campinas has taken the inclusive education

model seriously. In 1991, the movement for integration of students with disability was

formally set in motion by means of a project called “Projeto Acesso e Permanência do

Portador de Deficiência na Rede Pública Municipal” (roughly translated as ‘Access and

Permanence of Persons with Disability in the Municipal Public System Project’. This project,

which aimed to offer ‘public education for all’, avoiding segregation in specialized institutions,

went through various readjustments over the years, according to Moraes (1998), becoming

firmly established as a ‘Special Education Program for the Municipal Schooling System’ by

1995.

In recent years, the number of children with special needs in Campinas municipal

schools has greatly increased for at least three reasons: schools are obligated to receive all

children; educational services have been enhanced through on-going courses and



8

workshops for teachers; parents have come to believe that city schools are better options for

their children (as opposed to institutions, state schools or staying at home). Until this year,

all municipal schools were obliged to accept the neighborhood children, even if they didn’t

have trained staff. From 2008, a new project is being implanted which should greatly benefit

the deaf students, because they will be groups in “Escolas Polo”, where they will have

contact with each other, and with someone knowledgeable in sign. Up to now, a deaf student

might have been stranded in an all hearing school, with little contact with Libras and deaf

issues in general.

University service for the constitution of language and fluency in sign language

The School of Medical Sciences (FCM) of Campinas State University (Unicamp) is

responsible for teaching, research, and community outreach. The Gabriel Porto Research

and Rehabilitation Centre (Centro de Estudos e Pesquisas em Reabilitação Gabriel Porto),

or CEPRE, is a university community service that offers multidisciplinary support for people

who have visual impairment (low vision or blindness) or deafness, across the lifespan.

The art program is part of a broad multidisciplinary program specifically geared to

working with school-age children and early teenagers who are deaf or hearing impaired. The

deaf children that are registered at CEPRE spend the morning or afternoon twice a week,

and they go to regular schools during the opposite period. In Brazil, public schools function

on a half day schedule, though some offer extra-curricular activities or resource classes

during after school (or before school) hours. Many municipal schools in Campinas do have

special education teachers and a limited number have sign language interpreters, but in most

schools, we hazard the opinion that deaf children are on their own.

There are three philanthropic educational facilities for deaf children in Campinas,

however they have all lost their accreditation recently due to public policies that intend to

implant inclusive education nationwide. CEPRE answers to a critical issue, which is: Where

can deaf children who are in regular schools in Campinas learn sign language if (as is the

case 95% of the times) their parents are hearing?

Brazilian sign language is called Libras (Língua Brasileira de Sinais). Like American

Sign Language, Libras has roots in the French tradition, and the manual alphabet was

literally handed down via the Spanish contribution to l’Abée l’Épée in Paris.

Though educators and speech and language pathologists at CEPRE followed the

oralist approach migrating to total communication in the nineteen-eighties, researchers and

service professionals acceded to the bilingual approach during the nineties. Our aim is not to

present the history of how CEPRE professionals used to work and how they now view deaf

education. Suffice it to say that presently two deaf instructors work directly with the children

and young people. Sign language instruction is offered to parents and other caretakers; a

course is offered to the regular school teachers of the children registered at CEPRE; and
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professionals in formation who are doing in-service training at CEPRE are also encouraged

to learn sign language.

The Language and Deafness Program works with two groups of 7 children in the 4 to

7 age bracket. They come twice a week (one group in the morning, one in the afternoon).

The program basis is pedagogical, and professionals from the multi-professional team

(Speech and Hearing therapists, Art teacher) work with the children individually or in a group.

Sometimes special projects in music, theatre, dance or “capoeira”1 are offered, as part of

teacher training programs or short term research projects. As a university research and

teaching community service, professionals at CEPRE are active in mentoring young

undergraduates in their specific fields of learning. During the paper animation project,

Francine Fernandes, a young art education student from the Arts Institute was a welcome

participant and contributor; she was responsible for photographing the final productions.

Besides Francine, the resource teacher Ana Helena Carvalho was also usually present,

which was helpful because of the signing which she was especially familiar with. The adult-

child ratio in the program is not ideal (too many adults), but this is not a school setting, after

all. One objective of the service is formative for the various undergraduates and graduates

who are involved in the various programs CEPRE offers.

Description of the art program – objectives

The children come in once a week for short (45 minutes) but dynamic visual arts

sessions. We work with small groups, alternating with the Speech and Hearing/Language

Therapists, so there are usually three to four children participating in the art sessions. There

is more absenteeism than there should be; the children come from underprivileged homes;

many live in very poor neighborhoods and depend on public transportation. When there is a

new baby in the family, if someone gets sick, if there is a rainstorm – there are a lot of

reasons to account for absences. During the months of this project, there was a bout of

chicken pox, and two children had pneumonia.

The aim of art program with young deaf children is to promote the development of

their repertoire in drawing and other visual arts media (painting, cutting and collage,

construction, modeling etc.) The idea is that these children need to be able to access visual

content, i.e. read images, as well as to produce them, even more so than hearing children.

As they gain fluency in making images and understanding how to read visual genre, they will

learn about how various representational systems (or sign systems) function in signifying

meanings of many kinds.

Having worked with deaf preschoolers for over ten years, I had occasion to observe

how imaginative they were, and how easy it was for them to see figures in irregular shapes,

1 Capoeira is a dance/sport of African origin developed by the slaves as defense and physical
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and invent new ideas based on images seen in new positions. Art and play are considered

two dimensions of the same objective, so there is always emphasis on playfully exploring the

various materials that are offered before beginning the actual image making process, as well

as building a repertoire of creatively playing with what the children have made after paint and

glue have dried. The children take everything home in the end, but first we take pictures!

The children – diversity, age, contact and fluency in sign language, speech

The groups:

Morning
group

age School grade Hearing loss Speech Sign
competence

Contact with
Libras

Lana 7 1st grade moderate yes basic 1yr 6 mo
Iris 7 2nd grade moderate yes good 1yr 6 mo
Raquel

(twin)

6 1st grade profound no good 1yr 6 mo

Giovana

(twin)

6 1st grade moderate yes good 1yr 6 mo

Carlos 5 preschool profound no beginning 6 mo

Fernando 8 2nd grade moderate yes beginning 8 mo

Afternoon
group
Marcos 7 1st grade profound no very good 5 yrs
Bianca 5 preschool profound no good 2 yrs
Vivien 5 preschool profound no good 3 yrs
Ana 8 2nd grade profound no very good 4 yrs
Maira 8 2nd grade moderate yes basic 4 yrs
Gian 7 1st grade moderate yes basic 4 yrs
Janaína 6 1st grade profound no beginning 6 mo

The project: moving images

The activities this report is about were proposed during the second semester of 2007;

five paper construction animation “toys” were produced with the children, leading up to an

understanding of pictures in sequence, and to narrative construction through very short

picture sequences. Aiming to enhance their collective drawing repertoire, we proposed a

moving images project, where we did various paper animations sequences that helped

children to understand representations of visual narratives. Before we began, the children

enjoyed leafing through an animation book about a birthday party, to see the images moving

as they flipped the pages. They watched some alternative circuit video animations and we

showed them examples (from previous workshops) of what they were going to make. Some

models were abstract, so that they could understand the concept and not be overly

influenced into wanting to make one just like the one we were showing.

Folded paper: Each child received a small piece of 11 x 16 cm white letter paper to

fold in half (like a card). The first figure was drawn in the general area of the lower right hand

corner, and its sequence, inside, in the same position. Rolling the corner of the front page

back and forth quickly with a pencil laying down, the effect of a moving image is achieved.
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For instance, rain and the sun halfway behind a cloud, a happy face and a crying face, or a

gloomy face, a ball being kicked (down and up), a soccer ball on the front page, and then

inside a goal, on the next page.

Paper circle on a string: the children cut out two small circles of card paper (about 9

cm in diameter) a piece; they traced around a tuna can to get the shapes nice and round.

Some of the children with beginning skills with scissors had to cut extra circles, because they

cut into the circle, instead of on the line. On one side they drew a figure, and on the other, a

new position of the same figure (a kite low – kite high; a person jumping down – and up),

facial expressions (happy – sad; mouth open – closed), or a setting (a flower - and the pot; a

fish – in a fish bowl). They glued or taped a double string or cord on the back of the front card

in a horizontal position with a distance of 0,5 to 1,0 cm between the two threads. Then, the

other card was glued face up over the string which was sandwiched between the two circles,

one of which was positioned upside down. The tricky part is getting the pictures on in the

correct position, because you don’t want the fish outside the bowl or the flower upside down.

Trial and error is the way to go, so it’s a good idea to do a test drive with minimal tape to see

if the image is in the correct position before doing the definitive sticking (it was tricky for

everyone – not only the children, who definitely needed help to fix the cards in the correct

positions).

Card on a stick: This paper animation works in the same way, but it is held vertically.

The two circular cards are stuck together back to back, sandwiching a round stick (we used

long lollipop sticks, to be found in supermarkets). Here the figures were glued or taped

together in a vertical position, and the movement is achieved when you roll the stick between

your palms. It is interesting to produce color mixtures or abstract designs, by drawing shapes

or lines, instead of working on pictographic sequences.

As we expected, the younger children had some difficulty understanding what the

paper animations were all about. They mainly had sensorymotor fun, as Piaget would call it,

moving the pencil back and forth and twirling the lollipop stick. The card on the string was the

hardest of all. The children didn’t quite catch onto the concept of two ‘almost’ alike drawings,

in which the difference assured the meaning. The older children did a lot of copying at first,

but when they understood, they started creating. One girl made a normal lollipop / melting

lollipop, a girl smiling / a girl crying.

The two older girls, Ana and Iris, definitely understood what the paper animations

were all about, and they did very detailed work – almost too detailed. The happy / sad girl

was in a scene with a tree, a bird and a flower. There was so much information that it was

hard to see the difference in the facial expression as it changed to and fro.

Besides the cognitive development aspect, we had a language issue to contend with:

the young children were not fluent in complex signs, and we adults were having a hard time
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movements the children started to propose. They initiated expressive reactions, such as

laughing, crying, coughing, and had the children represent other feelings.

The children with moderate hearing

impairment, who could speak, demonstrated previous

puppet repertoire. They performed solo, singing and

dancing with their puppets, telling a short incident,

participating in a dialogue with another speaking

puppet. For these children, the verbal content was

more evident, but the characters didn’t move as much

as the signers’ puppets.

Ilustração 3 – Lana and Carlos behind makeshift stage

Figure 4 – Ana and Maira animating puppets

Moving TV screen – The idea for the last production came as we were working with

the milk cartons. When I was a child in school, we had done a movie box with a narrative

sequence of our drawings glued top edge to bottom edge, and rolled up and down on

broomsticks that were installed at the top and at the bottom of a cardboard box. Why not use

the leftover milk cartons so that the children could make a sequence of images? We showed

them what we were planning, and each child got a long strip (about a meter long) of 10 cm

wide paper (that fit just right inside the milk carton) to draw a series of pictures down the long


