










6FOCUS

     �is summer I had my �rst opportunity to feel genu-
inely old. Our family spent a week at a language immersion 
camp, studying German. Now, over the past year or so, 
each member of our family has worked on some German�
including the dog, who has adjusted to commands such 
as �Sitz!� or �Komm hier!� In this time my daughters have 

regularly reminded me that my grasp of Deutsch lags behind everyone else�s (with the 
possible exception of the dog). I have simply smiled, allowed them to indulge in their 
little fantasy about having better German than I, and fallen back on my own knowledge 
of linguistics and etymology to contribute to our family discussions of (and sometimes 
in!) German.
	 �en, one muggy morning in June, we passed through a gate and stepped onto a 
surprisingly genuine replica of a German city square. I was impressed by the architec-
ture, I was puzzled by the signs, and I was addressed solely in German. In short, I was 
completely screwed.
	 For two days I muddled through things, feeling like new vocabulary was thrown at 
me before I�d had the opportunity to reinforce what I�d tried to learn �ve minutes ago. 
My grammar was utterly hopeless. My daughters certainly seemed to follow what was 
going on better than I did, and I began to think that they might be right about being 
the dumb one in the family. On the third day, though, I felt like I was starting to get 
it. Words began to come to me without apparent e�ort, and sometimes I was even able 
to form passable sentences with them. By lunch on the third day, I�d started to get my 
swagger back. �en came my senior moment.
	 Eating family style around a table, I asked one of the girls to pass me the milk. �e 
carton only had a splash remaining, though, and I struggled to remember the German 
word for �empty.� Failing, but feeling that it would come back, I brie�y violated the 
camp�s German-only rule and signed �empty� in ASL, running my third �nger down 
the side of the carton. My wife nodded, and I headed toward the kitchen, still searching 
for the German word.
	 As I entered the kitchen, a word �ashed into my brain: �nackt.� Beaming, I told the 
cook that this carton of milk was �nackt,� and I�d like to get another. He looked puzzled, 
but then some of the cooks don�t have as much German as the camp counselors and 
instructors. Patiently I showed him that the carton was empty while repeating the word 

�nackt.� He looked at me strangely, but gave me a fresh carton. He�s in an odd mood, I 
thought, returning to the table.
	 Later (sneaking in some English), I relayed this experience to my wife. She laughed 
and informed me that �nackt� is German for �naked.� She also told our daughters about 
my little misadventure; they still sometimes ask me if the milk carton is naked.
	 So why my confusion? �e German word for �empty� is �leer,� which doesn�t 
resemble �nackt� in the least bit. In ASL, though, the signs for �naked� and �empty� are 
very similar. For both, the third �nger is drawn across the back of the left hand: from 
wrist to �ngers for �empty,� and from the near (thumb) side to the far side for �naked.� 
So I wasn�t completely crazy, despite what the cook thought. My languages were merely 
jumbled a bit�and that�s exactly what happens as people learn more than one language 
at a time. I witnessed this with my own daughter: at three, her emerging English often 
came out with ASL grammar. Before long, though, she had them straight. Likewise, 
some studies have shown that kids who attend language immersion schools temporar-
ily lag behind their English-only peers in certain English tests, and they frequently 
combine elements of English with their immersion language. After a few years, though, 
their English test scores have completely caught up�and they�re developing a second 
language as well.
	 �us, if your family is working on more than one language, signed or spoken, don�t 
worry about your kids� skills, and certainly don�t worry about what might seem like 
mistakes. Just worry about the possibility that your own mistakes will end up as family 
fodder for the rest of the year!
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Device helps deafblind chat
	 A new device is making it easier for 
people who are deafblind to communicate 
with other people. 
	 �e device, called the DeafBlind Com-
municator, has two parts:  a BrailleNote 
mPower, which is a portable Braille writer, 
and a cell phone with a slide-out keyboard 
that�s con�gured only as a Bluetooth com-
panion. When a person who is deafblind 
wants to have a face-to-face conversation, 
the person hands over the cell phone that 
has both an auditory and on-screen message 
saying, �Hi, I�m blind and I can�t hear. To 
communicate with me, type a message 
on this keyboard and press Enter.� Once 
the phone�s introduction is �nished, the 
deafblind person can type a message, hit 
Enter, and it shows up on the cell phone with 
a �bling� to get attention. �en the person 
holding the cell phone types a response, hits 
Enter, and it shows up in Braille on the  
BrailleNote. By typing back and forth, the 
two people can have a face-to-face conver- 
sation with the help of technology. �e 
DeafBlind Communicator�s two components 
communicate wirelessly with each other 
using Bluetooth technology.
	 �e designers who created the DeafBlind 
Communicator wanted to make it easy for 
a hearing or sighted person to quickly grasp 
how to work with the device. Since cell 
phone texting has become fairly common, 
they chose this platform, which is easily  
recognizable and quite portable. �e cell 
phone is tethered to the BrailleNote so the 
person who is deafblind can keep track of it.
	 �e DeafBlind Communicator also has 
a land-line connector and special TTY soft-
ware built into it for making TTY calls. �e 
device has a built-in phone book and answer-
ing machine. �e advanced mode provides 
Internet connections. 
	 �e designers also have made the Com-
municator with a USB port so it can be 
plugged into a computer for typing long con-
versations. �is allows the Communicator 
to be used in classroom settings or meetings. 
Two DeafBlind Communicator users also 
can type directly to each other.
	 �e cost of a new device is $6,195-
$7,995, depending on the power size. An 
upgrade kit for current BrailleNote owners is 
$2,495. Funding might be available through 
grants or charitable organizations. To learn 
more about the device, see http://www.
humanware.com/en-usa/products/blindness/
deafblind_communicator/_details/id_118/
deafblind_communicator.html.

 


