
Northern Virginia Association of the Deaf

January 23, 2022

Jamie Berke, President
Northern Virginia Association of the Deaf

Virginia House Delegates:

The Northern Virginia Association of the Deaf (NVAD) is writing this letter in support of two
Virginia bills:

● HB 649, Language Development of Deaf and Hard of Hearing Children
● HB 407, Open Captioning (Subtitles) at Movie Theaters

The Language Development bill is needed to ensure that Virginia’s deaf and hard of hearing
children get to kindergarten already having adequate language to learn and to communicate with
families. Without a solid language base, Virginia’s deaf and hard of hearing children will be at
risk for not having successful academic or professional careers, and their emotional and social
development will also be at risk.

What happens when a deaf or hard of hearing child spends its most formative years without
language? I would like to share a few stories to illustrate:

● My deaf children were adopted internationally. Both arrived without any language
beyond a few homemade gestures. One was almost 6 years old; the other was almost 4.
Neither knew their names or even that they had names.

● I was born deaf. As a young child, I barely understood what was going on around me. I
felt as if I was living in a vacuum. I could read and write better than I could talk, and
therefore I was unable to have real conversations with family. I struggled with social
skills.

● In college, I befriended a young deaf girl who had also been born deaf and who could not
read lips. Her parents did not sign. By the time she was 6 years old, she did not know her
own name. She had no language. At age 6. When the family finally turned to sign
language, she blossomed.

Having a law in effect like HB 649 would prevent Virginia’s deaf and hard of hearing children
from failing to develop language skills. It would prevent it because their language skill
development would be tracked and monitored from infancy to age five to verify that they were
developing appropriately. In passing HB 649, Virginia would be joining 17 other states that have
already passed similar bills.

The Open Captioning bill is needed not just for Virginia’s estimated 400,000+ people with
hearing loss (Source: https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/disabilityandhealth/impacts/virginia.html). It
is also needed for everyone else in Virginia who can benefit from captions:

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/disabilityandhealth/impacts/virginia.html


● Thousands with autism. As of 2013-2014, almost 11% of Virginia children receiving
special education had autism. (Source:
https://www.easterseals.com/explore-resources/living-with-autism/2016-autism-virginia.p
df)

● Many with dyslexia. Between 10-15 percent of all
school aged children and 15-20 percent of Americans are estimated to have dyslexia.
(Source:
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/special_ed/disabilities/learning_disability/sld-dyslexia-g
uide.pdf)

● Auditory processing disorder. Between 3 and 5 percent of students have auditory
processing disorders. (Source:
https://kidshealth.org/Inova/en/parents/central-auditory.html)

● English as a Second Language. Captions have long since been proven to help English
language learners. Virginia has over 100,000 ESL students. (Source:
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/instruction/esl/index.shtml)

● Attention Deficit (Hyperactivity) Disorder. Diagnosis of ADHD is rising in Virginia. As
of 2011, over 10% of Virginia’s children were being diagnosed as having ADHD.
(Source: https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/adhd/data/state-profiles/virginia.html) In addition,
4.4 percent of adults nationwide are estimated to have it. (Source:
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/attention-deficit-hyperactivity-disorder-adhd)

Add to that children learning to read, people sensitive to noise, some people with down
syndrome, senior citizens, some traumatic brain injuries, veterans, people without hearing
loss who struggle to understand actors in the movies, some learning disabilities, and young
adults who like and prefer subtitles (the “Netflix generation”) and the total population of
Virginians who could benefit from open captions in movie theaters is immeasurable.

Therefore, the NVAD hopes that you will support HB 649 to create a better future for
Virginia’s children with hearing loss, and HB 407 to create a more accessible moviegoing
experience for everyone.

Sincerely,

Jamie Berke, President

Northern Virginia Association of the Deaf

CC: Del Vivian Watts, Del Kaye Kory
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