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“It was not until I was 18 that I finally went to the 
Deaf club at the encouragement of my father, 
and I met other Deaf people my age. I was 
finally starting to discover who I was as a Deaf 
person and for the first time in my life, I belonged 
somewhere. I had friends with whom I could carry 

out a full conversation, without having to ask 
them to repeat themselves so I could understand. 
I had finally found my place in the world and  
I loved it. I learned more about my identity,  
I embraced it and wanted to know more!”
Kellye

Section 3: deaf culture

As technology improves, many deaf people are now able  
to speak, listen, and mix socially using spoken language 
while at the same time as identifying themselves as being 
Deaf and part of the distinctive Deaf community. Although 
many hearing parents may feel sad when their adolescent 
deaf child begins to be more involved in the Deaf community  
(as if their efforts in bringing them up “normally” have 
been wasted) it can be a time to celebrate the child’s 
self-discovery, their acceptance of their own deafness and 
an embracing of both Deaf and hearing worlds. It is often 
an enriching experience for the family to enter into the 
Deaf community. The Deaf community is often a place of 
belonging and it becomes particularly important for deaf 
children who grow up with no exposure to Deaf culture.

The Deaf community is a wide network of people whose 
culture is based on the shared experience of deafness and 
use of a common language – sign language. 

New Zealand’s Deaf community is made up of a strong 
network of social, sporting, religious, and political 
organisations. Most members were born deaf or became 
deaf early in life. There are also some hearing members, 
including friends, family members and those who work with 
Deaf people, such as interpreters and community workers.

The Deaf community is very active and hosts many events, 
such as:

 • the New Zealand Deaf Games, held every year at  
Labour Weekend 

 • Deaflympics, held every four years in a different country

 • Deaf short film competitions

 • New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL) storytelling events

 • camps for young Deaf New Zealanders, sometimes 
including Deaf teens from overseas

 • other national and international gatherings of Deaf 
political and cultural organisations.

“Listening is hard. Talking is hard. 
Signing is easy. It’s good to have 
lots of options.
I meet up with other deaf 
children in the region at ‘Keeping 
In Touch’ (KIT) day which takes 
place about five times a year. 
We always feel comfortable with 
each other. I make new friends 
there and keep in touch with 
texting - but the best form of 
distance communication is Skype. 
It’s the most direct way to talk. 
We sit and Skype for ages!”
Amber, student

To find out about your local Deaf community,  
Deaf Aotearoa has a full list of organisations at  
www.deaf.org.nz or check the phone book/internet 
under Deaf Association or Deaf Society, or email 
national@deaf.org.nz

The Deaf community
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Every country has its own form 
of sign language. In Australia 
it is Auslan, in America it is 
American Sign Language, in New 
Zealand it is NZ Sign Language. 
NZSL is one of New Zealand’s 
three official languages, alongside 
Ma-ori and English. 

New Zealand 
Sign Language 
(NZSL)

NZSL is a visual language with its own grammatical structure. 
It is a complete language capable of communicating a full 
range of ideas. It uses a variety of hand movements which 
make optimal use of the space around the body. 

The signs show meaning through hand shape, orientation, 
movement, and location. Accompanying these are facial 
expressions, lip patterns, and a system of body postures 
which are essential elements of the language.

NZSL is visual – the eyes gather the information.  
It is not a written language.

English, on the other hand, is an oral/aural language.  
It uses the voice to convey information and the ears to  
gather information. English, as a written language, has  
its own syntax and grammatical rules that are different  
from those of sign language. 

NZSL is taught in adult education classes and to  
a higher level through Victoria University’s School  
of Linguistics and Applied Language Studies.  
See www.deaf.co.nz for information about where  
you and your family can learn NZSL.

In 1998 a comprehensive NZSL dictionary was 
published: http://nzsl.vuw.ac.nz

The Māori Deaf community has also developed its  
own “dialect”, with signs appropriate to Māori language  
and culture.

Most countries have their own sign language, so when  
Deaf people from different countries gather for conferences 
and sporting events they communicate through a specially 
devised “International Sign” system.

NZSL in schools
Students who use NZSL have the right to go to  
their local school and receive appropriate support.

For information on schooling via NZSL through the  
Deaf education centres go to www.kdec.school.nz  
and www.vanasch.school.nz

NZSL can be studied as a language as part of the  
New Zealand Curriculum in Year seven and eight. The 
Ministry of Education has a web resource: Thumbs Up! – An 
introduction to NZSL. Its aim is to increase the numbers of 
hearing students and teachers who know the language. 
See nzsl.tki.org.nz

Using an NZSL interpreter
Interpreters help hearing and Deaf people communicate.  
It is important for Deaf and hearing people to speak directly 
to each other and to allow the interpreter time to transfer 
the full message. The interpreter will not be involved in the 
conversation as this is against their code of ethical practice. 
Interpreting is intensive work so for meetings of more than  
20 minutes two interpreters may be needed.

You don’t always have to know NZSL to have a 
conversation with a signing Deaf person. Many 
have some lip reading skills, so face them and 
speak clearly without slowing down or distorting 
your speech. Another option is to use a pen and 
paper, or if you don’t have these, write or draw in 
the air.

Around 20,000 people in 
New Zealand use NZSL. 
The Government uses NZSL 
interpreters in Parliament and 
for major announcements. NZSL 
was used in the briefings after 
the Christchurch earthquake in 
February 2011. 
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“Just before Christmas we attended the 
Wellington Association for Deaf Children’s 
Christmas party. We were nervous about going. 
I’m so glad we did. We met other deaf people 
who lived normal lives, attended university, and 
had hearing partners and children.”
Corina, mother of baby Emily

The rights of 
Deaf people
In 2008 New Zealand ratified the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities. This convention is based 
on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and includes 
several references to the rights of Deaf people to access sign 
language, deaf culture and their identity as a person who is 
deaf or hearing impaired. 

Article 21 of the Convention requires countries who have 
signed this document to ensure Deaf people can access 
government information and services.

Searching for identity
Children usually become part of the Deaf community  
through existing family connections. However, children who 
have no previous links may also be attracted to the Deaf 
community, particularly as they get older and start searching 
for a sense of identity. They may want to learn NZSL if they 
don’t already sign.

Meeting Deaf 
people for the 
first time
Many parents, when faced with adult Deaf people for the  
first time, generally have two main responses:

So that’s what my deaf child might look like in 20  
or 30 years’ time. That’s not so bad. They grow up,  
leave home, work, marry, travel, buy houses, have kids, 
and go through most of the normal experiences of life 
without their parents needing to be there all the time. 
And plenty of them are happy, intelligent, good-looking, 
funny, interesting people. Well, what a relief!

or…

But why, after all those year of helping my child to speak, 
hear, and get along in the hearing world, do they end up 
spending so much of their time with other Deaf people? 
Does that mean we and their teachers failed, that they 
can’t survive out there in the hearing world…?

For many, socialising with other Deaf people provides 
confidence, a feeling of belonging, the opportunity to meet 
and become friends with a wide variety of people with whom 
they don’t have trouble communicating, and a way to easily 
share knowledge, ideas, and dreams. We all want to feel 
we’re part of a community, and we are all drawn to people 
who will reinforce these feelings in us.

Parents may feel uncomfortable if their child suddenly 
decides to identify themselves as Deaf. They may wonder 
if they made the right choices for their child. With genuine 
communication and acceptance, involvement with both Deaf 
and hearing cultures can be an enriching experience for all. 
Most parents who take up opportunities to mix with the Deaf 
community alongside their deaf child find this a vital resource 
in bringing up their children.
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Visual prompts
Because a Deaf person usually perceives the world through 
their eyes rather than their ears, the culture has evolved 
certain behaviours and values.

This is reflected in the physical way Deaf people gain each 
other’s attention. For example, they tap shoulders and wave 
to indicate taking turns in conversations. Many Deaf people 
arrange their living areas to maximise visibility.  

They may use round tables rather than square, strong  
indoor lighting, and plain walls rather than distracting, 
patterned ones.

Knowing some simple signs will help ease the way when 
you’re meeting a Deaf person who uses NZSL. The signs 
shown on the next page give you a good place to start.
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Common Gestures

Hello

Wait

What?/Where?

Bad

Go

Well done!

Yes

Good

Come here

Look

I don’t know

Oh no!

Stop

Perfect

No

High 5
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