
When thinking about the earliest films in the Deaf community, the ASL/Deaf Studies scholars 
will likely refer to George Veditz's widely acclaimed ASL oratory rendition of "Preservation of Sign 
Language" that was produced by the National Association of the Deaf (NAD) in the early 1910s. 
NAD raised substantial funds to produce a series of films during that time, which is over 100 years 
ago. However, we would like to state that there are other film types to consider for the ASL and Deaf 
Folklife research. Home movies are targeted for discussion in this article. 

Some ASL/Deaf Studies scholars have complained about how little is known about Deaf 
people and their lives over the years. The NAD films are clearly precious, but more would be better. 
We need to respond to this. It is not because of a lack of materials but instead due to our monolithic 
bias for pedagogical value in sign language materials, thus overlooking the potential of the 
grassroots films made by Deaf individuals themselves. Such films are in the category of home- 
quality amateur films, ranging from family-based to local community productions. These are people 
that essentially are self-taught videographers or cinematographers who most likely picked it up as a 
hobby at the camera shop or from friends. So, even though you will see a difference in the quality of 
the footage created, it is still worth analysis. 

The research on the home movies in the Deaf community began with the first author of this 
article, Supalla, who is responsible for the Deaf Folklife Film Collection, based on his Sign  
Language Research Lab at Georgetown University. This collection has its start with a collaborative 
project that the first author had with the pioneering Deaf filmmaker Charles Krauel of Chicago, 
Illinois. Krauel had made home movies of the everyday events in the Deaf community from 1925 to 
1940. Krauel's accomplishments inspired the first author to produce a documentary video that is 
currently distributed by DawnSignPress. The video includes the first author's 1980 interview with 
Krauel, who was 93 years old at the time. Many clips from Krauel's own work, as shown in the 
video, provide unprecedented and valuable insights on ASL and the Deaf folklife. 

For a better understanding of home movies in the Deaf community, Supalla and the second 
author of this article, Malzkuhn, set up a booth in Baltimore during the 2013 convention hosted by 
the Deaf Seniors of America. Based on our survey of 80 people with a questionnaire related to  their 
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Unpacking the Literary Device of 
Simile 

The topic of simile is fourth and last in my editorial 
series on the literary devices in the narratives and poems of 
ASL. People use similes in everything from their daily 
conversations  and  public  speaking to 
Similes are, simply put, ubiquitous. 
become  so  common  that  they   have 

drama  and literature. 
Some similes have 
become  part  of  our 

everyday discourse. A few such examples are “I am mad as 
hell!”, “He is as busy as a bee”, and “You are sweating like a 
pig.” Similes can be used to convey meaning quickly and 
effectively or to intentionally make works of literature more 
vivid and impactful. An example of simile in an English literary 
work by Vladimir Nabokov (2004) is “Elderly American ladies 
leaning on their canes listed toward me like towers of Pisa” 
(p. 10). This example produces a humorous effect and 
creates a vivid mental image of the comparison between old 
ladies leaning on walking sticks and the Leaning Tower of 
Pisa. 

Similar to the literary devices of hyperboles, 
caricatures, and foreshadowing (that I unpacked in the 
previous three issues), similes in American Sign Language 
(ASL) literature are not well understood. Phyllis Wilcox, who 
wrote the book entitled Metaphor in American Sign Language 
(2000), claimed that Clayton Valli’s original poem called 
“Lone Sturdy Tree” may be an example of simile, however 
this is not settled. Simile is reportedly in use in British Sign 
Language literature (Sutton-Spence & Kaneko, 2016). 

In this editorial, I will discuss similes in more detail. I 
will rely on two video examples in ASL to demonstrate how 
Ben Bahan and Mary Beth Miller, both well-known ASL 
storytellers in the United States, effectively use similes  in 
their narratives. The respective narratives are “Bird of a 
Different Feather” in Sam Supalla and Ben Bahan’s DVD 
called ASL Literature Series: Bird of a Different Feather & For 
a Decent Living (1994) and “Grandpa’s Radio” in Miller’s DVD 
called Live at SMI!: Mary Beth Miller (2010). 

Defining the term “simile” is difficult due to the ever-so- 
slight difference between similes and metaphors. Some 

(Continue on the next page) 
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people mistakenly perceive them as interchangeable, however they are not. Crystal (1987) states 
that similes involve “two unlike things being explicitly compared in order to point out a similarity, 
while using a marker such as like or as” (as cited in Wilcox, 2000, p. 12). By contrast, a metaphor is 
an implicit comparison without using “like” or “as” (Cuddon, 2013). The two statements “Tom is like 
a shark” and “Tom is a shark” are good examples. The former is a simile because it uses the word 
“like,” and the latter is a metaphor because it does not contain either “like” or “as.” In ASL, the signs 
SAME-AS and LOOKS-LIKE can be used to show the similarity between two unlike things. 

I will now discuss how Bahan utilizes similes in his narrative, “Bird of a Different Feather”. 
Specifically located in the 55th strophe of the 11th topic unit entitled “The Hunting Lesson”, Bahan 
assumes the role of the Eagle teacher who is charged with teaching baby Eagles how to dive 
through the air properly and quickly, head first. The simile occurs when Bahan uses the ASL 
rendition of 'same as a rocket' when referring to the high speed of diving from the sky to the ground. 
The singing bird who is in the class with all other Eagles was clearly intimidated by the teacher's 
expectation. As a storyteller, Bahan succeeds in creating a vivid mental image of the comparison 
between the feeble and clumsy singing bird with the sleek and powerful rocket. Below is his video 
that employs a simile. 

(Click here) 
“Reproduced with permission from DawnSignPress” 

Source: Supalla, S., & Bahan, B. (1994). ASL literature series: Bird of a different feather & for a decent living: Teacher’s guide. 
DawnSignPress. 

Miller’s narrative, “Grandpa’s Radio”, serves as the second example of a simile in ASL 
literature. She shares her recollection of her hearing grandfather who loved his radio so much that 
he listened to it every night. The simile appears when Miller uses the sign LOOKS-LIKE when 
comparing the shape of the radio to the exterior architecture of an old church. Like Bahan, Miller 
succeeds in creating a vivid mental image of the comparison between her grandfather's radio and 
the architecture of a church. Below is her video to give you an idea of how she uses the simile in 
her narrative: 

(Continue on the next page) 

The Power of ASL 3 Spring 2020 – Issue 17 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y3p_uwkS1XY&feature=youtu.be


(Click here) 

“Reproduced with permission from Sign Media, Inc.” 
Source: Miller, M. B. (2010). Live at SMI!: Mary Beth Miller [Film; DVD]. Sign Media, Inc. 

Just like the hyperbole, the caricature, and the use of foreshadowing, that I discussed in the 
previous issues, simile is a critical literary device. I believe that we can now confidently say that 
Bahan and Miller rely on similes to add vividness, complexity, and depth to their ASL literary works. 

Note: Special thanks to Dr. Sam Supalla and Janey Greenwald for feedback and edits on my editorial. 
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Food for Thought in Difficult Times 
As anxious and distressing as it may be in the present time of Coronavirus, I am struck by 

watching the national news and seeing clips of signed language interpreters standing next to 
mayors and governors all across the country conveying information about the outbreak during the 
emergency briefings. Although I have seen interpreters signing alongside different government 
officials during other times of crises, what we are experiencing in the last month or so is 
unprecedented. During the time of this pandemic, we are witnessing deaf people's language 
receiving widespread attention like never before, with millions of people watching television and 
seeing ASL in action. 

With this experience, I find it appropriate to refer to the scholarly work of A. Avon, who 
published Watching Films, Learning Language, Experiencing Culture: An Account of Deaf Culture 
through History and Popular Films in The Journal of Popular Culture in 2006. Avon made important 
insights as follow: 

...the visibility of sign[ed] language interpreters reinforces not only a respect for the use of 
sign, but also that the use of sign unites those for whom sign is their dominant language. 
Although once severely oppressed, through sign[ed] language, stories are told, information is 
given and received, and a culture is reinforced and strengthened... (p. 199) 

Source: https://www.freep.com/story/news/local/michigan/detroit/2020/03/26/detroit-mike-duggan-coronavirus-
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While some might wish to believe that Deaf culture is here to stay and it is stronger than ever, 
or that deaf people have finally earned respect as signers after many years of oppression, I say not 
so fast. Yes, society seems to acknowledge and recognize ASL as a human language. This means 
providing televised signed language interpreting services for disseminating news on the Coronavirus 
and other emergencies to deaf people. However, it is important to remember that signed language 
interpreting is not the only factor in the relationship between deaf people and society. 

Avon herself talks about the importance of hearing people learning and using ASL to 
communicate directly with deaf people. Avon's analysis of Mr. Holland's Opus that came out of 
Hollywood in 1995 produces additional insights. For example, Cole is the deaf son character who 
has hearing parents that had to cope with ASL as a language. The father's name is Mr. Holland. 
Avon writes as follows: 

Mr. Holland and Cole are struggling with how they can relate to each other. Mr. Holland 
needs his wife to translate, supporting the notion that not only does one need knowledge of 
the language to understand, but the ideas expressed by Cole are not simple and limiting 
thoughts. (p. 200) 

Representative of the time when Mr. Holland's Opus was produced and for most of American 
history, the public has had some misgivings about ASL. The signed language was thought to be 
inferior to spoken language, for example. It is easy to understand that Cole's father took advantage 
of the social misgivings about ASL, and he would not sign. Mr. Holland should have noticed that his 
own wife was acting like any interpreter translating human languages, but he had put himself above 
the needs of his own son. 

Avon goes on to write about what Mrs. Holland sees in her son, Cole, that demands our 
attention. The mother "does not see [Cole] as having limitations because of his deafness, much like 
the situation on Martha's Vineyard. Deafness is not seen as a disability because of a mutual 
understanding between Cole and his mother" (p. 198). The reference to Martha's Vineyard is 
noteworthy as it is supposed to be our sociolinguistic model. Hearing residents living on this island 
off Massachusetts had a healthy attitude about deaf people that included a strong willingness to 
learn and use a signed language. The benefits for deaf islanders are understood to be abundant, 
and the ramifications of their hearing loss are dramatically reduced. 

It is interesting that Avon writes that, "[b]y the film's end, Mr. Holland's own effort to sign 
authenticates his acceptance of his son and the culture of which he is a part" (p. 201), which 
suggests the power of ASL. While Cole, the son may be deaf and not acting like a hearing person, 
he is still a human being. Cole might have differences, but not necessarily deficiencies.  This 
includes the father, Mr. Holland's recognition that Deaf culture belongs to his son. All Mr. Holland 
had to do is to support Deaf culture with ASL at its core, which he did by learning how to sign. 

With this in mind, I realized as I watched so many clips of ASL interpreters during emergency 
briefings on the national news that we need to do more. We do not need to just have interpreters on 
television during the emergency briefings, but rather society needs to embrace deaf people, as Mr. 
Holland did with his deaf son. So many hearing people in society remain ignorant of any signed 
language, including ASL. Everybody learning and knowing ASL (even if only rudimentarily) can 
make all the difference concerning the lives of deaf people and for the country's enrichment in 
general. So, while this pandemic has brought many issues to light for all of us, an additional food for 
thought is that we need more signers among us! 
Reference 
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Continued from page 1: American Sign Language and Deaf Folklife in Home 
 

direct or indirect experiences with home movies, we reconstructed a nice picture of the robustness 
20th of home moviemaking among Deaf people during the middle of the century. Some survey 

participants recalled their own filmmaking experiences while the others mentioned viewing home 
movies through acquaintances who were the filmmakers in their communities. This allowed us to 
appreciate and understand the scope of our project, as we realized there are many more “artifacts” 
out there. Shown below is the U.S. map scattered with stars reflecting the scope of geography for 
the experience of seeing Deaf folklife and sign language in-home movies. 

Another important outcome from this survey is the new relationships we cultivated, starting 
with the pool of survey respondents and then the nationwide advocacy movement devoted to 
preserving endangered home movies. The Deaf seniors shared a common concern about the trend 
of neglecting these home movies, and they expressed the desire for some assistance in preserving 
and converting them, especially when they are not familiar with new technology for digitization. This 
gave us some ideas for building a prototype for planning a home movie database. 

However, we wonder if other minority groups share similar experiences with home movies 
and concerns about the endangerment of these treasures. This led us to search online, and this 
was how we found a worldwide movement of people devoted to preserving old home movies, which 
they consider as orphan films since many were often found at flea markets or estate sales. This 
national network has its own Center for Home Movies, as described on this website 
(http://www.centerforhomemovies.org/). The organization invited us to co-present a symposium 
covering the diversity of community involvement in making home movies at New York University’s 
Orphan Films Festival in 2018. This allowed us to provide to the broad audience a direct look into 
the way of life with sign language among Deaf people in the 20th century. The popularity of this topic 

(Continue on the next page) 
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is evident from follow-up invitations, first from the University of Pennsylvania Museum of 
Archaeology and Anthropology in the springtime of 2019 and then the As(Csoocniatintioune ofnMthoevinnegxtImpage) 
Archivists and the Mid-Atlantic Regional Moving Image Archives. 

For these presentations, we shared information on the results of the comparative analysis 
done by Malzkuhn, the second author of this article on a sample of Deaf-made family movies for his 
2019 dissertation project entitled Preservation, Revitalization, and Validity of Home Movies: Deaf 
Folklife Films as a Case Study. The most appealing information based on the reaction from the 
audiences was the data chart showing the parallels in the distribution of cultural themes cataloged 
and identified in home films from widely dispersed families across the country as compared to those 
captured in Krauel’s films (see table below). 

As you can imagine in many of the home movies we observed were celebrations such as 
weddings, picnic parties, and even signing Santa. Of course, while we share a lot of the national 
and international holidays with hearing people, the Deaf community has its own cultural take on it as 
a Deaf person would be dressed up as Santa Claus. We added our own twists to the common 
traditions. We also observed a number of sign language rich performances, skits, and recitations, 
primarily happening at local and national Deaf events. It creates a sense of presence and 
documenting that they were there, physically, in these places. In some ways, they are considered to 
be early versions of social media, specifically designed for social entertainment within their 
community, not intended for distribution to the outside world. 

As evident with the home movies, Deaf filmmakers were dedicated to empowering other 
members of their own community to lead normal and productive lives in society. Car ownership 
among Deaf people demonstrate their capacity to work and pay for them. Cars also represent 
mobility that Deaf people could travel just as people without disabilities. The fact that Deaf people 
traveled out of the country demonstrates their independence. Deaf conventions as filmed inform the 

(Continue on the next page) 
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Deaf community about the importance of attending such events for socialization and political 
purposes. Finally, the demonstration of business ownership and craftsmanship reinforces Deaf 
people's capacity as well functioning citizens of society and that other members in the Deaf 
community should follow suit. 

We now would like to talk about the newest development with our Deaf Folklife in Films 
project. The Community Archiving Workshop (CAV), a project of the Association of Moving Image 
Archivists (AMIA) in collaboration with the Mid-Atlantic Regional Moving Image Archives (MARMIA) 
invited us to be a workshop partner in hosting a pre-conference hands-on workshop for AMIA 
Conference attendees at the Baltimore Museum of Industry in Baltimore, Maryland on November  
13, 2019. This collaborative effort provided a unique opportunity for us to visualize new approaches 
to community-based archiving. We had an excellent opportunity to observe how volunteer archivists 
utilized tools and methodology to catalog the endangered moving image collections and assess the 
conditions of various media ranging from 16mm, regular 8mm and Super 8mm films to analog video 
formats (VHS, Beta, and Hi8). One of many accomplishments from this community-based 
experiment is a detailed inventory of the private family media collections that we brought to this 
workshop for processing. 

We are excited at seeing the potential of further collaboration with such professional 
organizations to provide regional workshops that will empower traditional Deaf school archivists and 
independent Deaf community members with networking resources and cataloging tools for 
preserving endangered sign language films and videos. We imagine that many of you have 
recollections of such materials. If you do not, we recommend you dig through your attics or 
basements, and you will be surprised at what you may uncover. By finding more source material, we 
gain more access into the unique nature of home movies, which serve as a window into the 
activities and interests of Deaf people in the past. 
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In the United States, scholars and researchers frequently talk about American Sign 
Language or ASL as the only signed language in use. It is true that deaf Americans most likely  
know ASL as their sole signed language. Whenever bilingualism is addressed, it is typically about 
ASL and English. The problem with this picture is that ASL is a signed language, and English is not. 
The status of English as a spoken language is in itself a complication to the education of deaf 
students, for example. What I want to address here is Mexican Sign Language or LSM. The notion 
of a person knowing this signed language along with ASL would be a true example of bilingualism in 
the signed modality. 

We need to ask ourselves this question: What does signing look like for many deaf people 
who reside in El Paso, Texas. The reason I bring up El Paso is simple. I live in that city myself. El 
Paso is widely known as a border city that sits across a river from Mexico. Over the years, there are 
deaf Mexicans who crossed the border from the south and chose El Paso as their new home. 
Consequently, LSM has found its way into the United States. 

Being a professional interpreter, I 
have worked with many deaf people in and 
around El Paso. I could not help but observe 
the prevalence of LSM in that area of the 
United States. I appreciate the fact that a 
local sign language interpreter preparation 
program has provided some education to 
the future interpreters about the deaf 
individuals who might 'speak' in LSM. 
However, I would like to make a clarification. 
Too many people seem to like to think that 
LSM and ASL operate separately as two 
signed languages in all signing contexts. In 
reality, there is a more complex situation 
going on with LSM and ASL among deaf 
signers in El Paso. This would be similar to 
what is known for hearing speakers with 
Spanglish – a combination of English and 
Spanish spoken within the same sentences. 
I would like to call this signed language 
contact phenomenon as ASL/LSM for the 
purpose of this article. Source: 

 
ASL/LSM occurs naturally and fluently within the area of western Texas or where El Paso is 

located. Both deaf and hearing signers are affected by ASL/LSM. I also want to say that many 
signers   who   originally   know only  ASL 
community,  workshops,  religious groups, 

have   found  themselves   acquiring   LSM  through  the 
and  cross-country  partnerships.  As  far  as  El  Paso is 
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concerned, bilingualism in the signed language modality has become a reality in the United States. 
Unfortunately, little if any education on LSM is provided via the classroom setting in the 

interpreter preparation programs that have been established in Texas and throughout the United 
States. Lessons that are available are few and far between, thus not allowing for steady growth of 
LSM learning opportunities within the collective body of those seeking to establish careers as future 
interpreters. Present interpreters focus honing their skills in ASL. Few are familiarizing themselves in 
LSM and its grammatical structure beyond identifying a few signs. The percentage of deaf signers 
wielding information entirely or in part in Mexican 
interpreters who have a decent grasp of them. 

signs is high compared to the low number of 

Source: https://periodicooficial.jalisco.gob.mx/sites/periodicooficial.jalisco.gob.mx/files/manual_de_lengua_de_senas_mexicana-
 

There is another related topic that I wish to discuss. The importance of LSM being offered as 
a foreign signed language for deaf students throughout the United States cannot be further 
emphasized. I reason that if many hearing students are taking ASL as their foreign language for 
study, deaf students must have the opportunity of learning a foreign signed language as well. I can 
promise you that studying LSM as a foreign language will be a powerful learning experience for 
many deaf students. These students would develop a much deeper understanding about signed 
languages in general and the Mexican deaf culture, for example. 

As far as I know, LSM does not constitute a high priority for learning in schools or higher 
education settings. I look forward to a change to this situation in the near future. I personally believe 
that the bilingualism associated with LSM and ASL will continue to thrive in El Paso, Texas. I am 
proud to be part of this American city. I hope that the remarks that I made are of value to you and 
help in shedding a new light on the signed language situation in the United States. 
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Abstrac
 

To date, relatively little effort has been expended on revitalizing sign languages. To understand the 
current vitality of sign languages, it is important to distinguish two sociolinguistic types of sign 
languages. The better-known type can be termed Deaf communities, typically urban and national in 
character. Alongside the are shared-signing communities, typically in rural areas with a high 
incidence of hereditary deafness, in which many hearing people actively use the sign language in 
addition to deaf people. These two types differ in patterns of intergenerational transmission and 
language loss. Although we can be cautiously optimistic about the future of Deaf community 
languages, shared-signing communities are facing massive erosion already. To date, most attempts 
to strengthen sign languages have focused on supporting continued use of Deaf community 
languages; efforts to support and even revitalize dying shared signing communities have only just 
begun. 

(Click here) 

(9 ½ minutes long) 
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By Samuel J. Supalla 
 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hePcAA7xZ5I&feature=youtu.be
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In Honor of 
Mary Beth Miller 

(Deceased 2019) 

(Click here) 
(Start at 1:40 and end at 6:40) 

Source: “A Language Landscape” by the San Francisco Public Library 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C71YLTj-LK0


Jane Norman 
1939 – 2020 

For a full obituary, see below: 
www.gallaudet.edu/museum/about-the-museum/in-memoriam-jane-norman-phd 
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WANT TO 

? 
Simply email the newsletter editor at 

saslnewslettereditor@gmail.com 
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