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The American Civil Liberties Union of Michigan supports House Bill 5777. We view this as a key
piece of legislation to stop what amounts to severe neglect of deaf children, leaving them with a
more challenging pathway to become active members of our communities and our democracy.

Background

“The single greatest risk faced by Deaf people is inadequate exposure to a usable first language.™
Because 96% of deaf children are born into hearing families,? their parents struggle to provide
them with full access to language.3 As a consequence, far too many deaf children miss the critical
window in the years before kindergarten to acquire language — whether a spoken language, a
signed language, or both. Without the resources and opportunities to access language, deaf
children develop language deprivation syndrome — a phenomenon with detrimental, and long-
lasting effects on the child’s cognitive and emotional development.4

Impaired access to language and communication in the first years of life have long-lasting
consequences.5 Among those are adverse impacts on educational attainment. Deaf students in
Michigan graduate from high school and college at lower rates,b and are among the many youth
with disabilities who are disproportionately funneled into the criminal legal system.?

Despite early intervention approaches and advances in hearing technology, the current body of
research shows that deaf children continue to fail to meet age-based language milestones.®
House Bill 5777 helps remedy that ongoing failure and works towards the critical goal of aiding
parents of deaf children in tracking their child’s language development from 0 — 5 years. If a
child is not reaching developmental milestones toward English literacy, this legislation ensures
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that there can be medical and educational intervention. This bill’s creation of a volunteer
advisory committee served by language development experts in English and ASL to recommend
developmental milestones is a much-needed step. The committee will provide parents the
opportunity to ensure that their deaf child’s language is appropriately developing towards
English literacy. Current language monitoring has been insufficient and needs improvement.

The bill does not dictate what language a child will develop. It empowers parents with fairly-
balanced information about the languages and communication modes available to their deaf
children. American Sign Language has historically been discouraged in Early Intervention
programming,? despite numerous studies showing that access to ASL does not inhibit—and even
supports—English acquisition.® Eighteen states have recognized this imbalance in access to
language resources, passed similar bills, and are better engaging parents and their children in
the key goal of language acquisition.

Michigan Deaf Constituents

Michigan is home to roughly 733,000 deaf and hard of hearing people—largely a product of this
state’s historical roots within the automotive industry (thousands of deaf workers were recruited
to work in the factories of the Big Three in the 1950s and ‘60s)." The Legislature has recognized
the ongoing needs of its deaf constituents through the creation of a Division on Deaf, DeafBlind
and Hard of Hearing within the Michigan Department of Civil Rights.»2 Despite current
resources, deaf Michiganders continue to be underemployed compared to their peers who can
hear, as only 48.3% of deaf adults are employed—compared to 71% of their peers.3 Given that
the vast majority of jobs depend on workers being able to communicate in English, it is of
paramount importance that deaf people have access to language as soon as possible after birth.

The ACLU strongly supports this bill. In the ACLU’s representation of many deaf adults who
have been drawn into the criminal legal system across the country, we have seen the detrimental
effects of our clients’ childhood language deprivation. We view this bill as a fundamental
stepping stone to preventing additional harms to this marginalized community, and to enable
the next generation of deaf children to become full, participating members of our democracy.

We urge the Committee to advance this legislation, and are happy to discuss further. Thank you.
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