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When CODAzona committee announced the Pyers Sandwich.  My brother and I face timed with our parents to let them know and to ask them to come 
join us to hang out during the conference, spend some time with their new grandchild, etc.  My mom looked as us and said Pyers sandwich?? Not nice, 
brother/sister, not polite.  NO, we explain that JP gives speech first, then conference, then Roy.  Not dirty like you think.  On monday when we got to the 
Hotel, we found this . . . Seem Mom maybe right?!?!?!?
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Anyway, Mom and Dad say, sorry can’t meet you. Have BIG CONFLICT. Have important convention! National Deaf Campers!
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So many of us are storytellers; sharing our stories in the hospital room for a midnight laugh, writing award winning scholarship essays that give us big 
heart-touch, to putting pen to paper or writing captivating and powerful memoirs that make us laugh and cry.  Those of us who listen to these stories find 
a pieces of a narrative that resonate for us, and this resonance reverberates across generations and across cultures.



1996

I started thinking about these issues during my first conference.  A conference that took place long before I decided to pursue science. 
To be honest—most of the codas that I knew up until that point were right around my age.  I grew up in a small town in Illinois which had a relatively large 
deaf community.  
There were at least 8 other codas in my class of 200 in my high school—enough codas for us to have our own bowling team . . . 
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My parents told tale of their friends’ older children who were off at college or working someplace far away.  But from my perspective, older codas were 
relegated to legends, a mythical creature, like Sasquatch; I awaited my first sighting. 



It wasn’t until I was in college that I met another coda who was significantly older than me.  A certain professor at Boston University with a penchant for 
wearing crude t-shirts—One look at him—no, he was certainly not like me. Yet every time I met him he’d gruffly ask, “So are you going to New Orleans?” 
“Are you going to Spokane?” “Are you going to LA?”  
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When I finally showed up in LA, he saw me, and smiled and said “What the hell are you doing here?” 

To be honest, at that moment he asked me, I wasn’t sure at all what the hell I was doing there. I was 21 years old, the second youngest person in 
attendance. At first glance I was sure I had ended up in a geriatric ward.  But quickly I let myself listen in on what others had to say, and I discovered far 
greater commonality than difference—despite our age differences.  That year, the note key was a dynamic duo from Australia—the Bonsers, who told 
stories of their families in Australia that rang so true for me. A couple much older than I was, and from clear across the world and they boldly told stories 
that I would have only whispered about.  



2011

15 years after my first coda conference, I attended my first conference in another country, Germany.  It was a country where I was familiar with the spoken 
language and local culture; I had studied in Germany for a year.   
Here I had the unmistakable experience of deeply understanding just how common our coda experience is.  I was asked to facilitate a breakout, where 
everyone was a german speaker.  In this session I heard stories in a foreign language that felt deeply familiar.  Even across cultures, across languages, and 
indeed across generations, we shared similar observations about our coda experience.  



Anecdotes and Averages

But these observations, although they seem familiar, are merely anecdotes.  But from the scientist’s perspective, and I am a scientist, anecdotes are the 
beginning of a scientific question.   
 
So here is where we take a break for a mini-science lesson. The image on the screen is a bell curve.  The area of the entire curve represents the entire 
population. In our case the entire population of codas.  The area right below the peak of the curve represents the average coda experience.  So let’s take 
for example the story of interpreting in the principal’s office that appears in the book “Kasher in the rye.” I bet that is an experience that is familiar to you 
all.   This experience because of it’s commonality for all of us would fall in the larger area of the bell curve 

Having a Deaf mother who was well-versed in psychology and therapeutic practices and indeed got you your own psychoanalyst, I’m betting was less 
familiar to each of you.   This experience may resonate for only a few of you and would fall in an area of the bell curve that covers less of the coda 
population.   

For the most part, scientists are interested in what is true of a population “on average”  We want to know what is commonly experienced by most of the 
population.  And we start to identify these common experiences by listening to people’s stories. We seek to find out which of the anecdotes are 
representative of the average experience.  
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Anecdote:



“Gwen remembered the time her husband became angry 
when she asked ‘Where are my keys?’ because he felt she was 
accusing him.  Later she realized she routinely asked 
questions using the standard ASL question format . . . An 
expression her husband interpreted as accusatory and angry.”

– (Preston, Mother Father Deaf, 1994)

Anecdote:



Furrowed brows signal wh-questions

English:           How many siblings does he have?
                         fb______________________________________________________________________________________

ASL Gloss:      HOW_MANY BROTHER-SISTER HE HAVE?

Now a little break for ASL lesson. Okay some of you may know Finish.  but some Late know.  

Many sign languages around the world use facial expressions to express grammatical information.  

In ASL the furrowed brow signals a eh-question, as in this example where the signer signs.  “How many siblings does he have?”  In this 
example he uses the furrowed brow.
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Raised brows signal conditionals

English:           If it rains, class will be cancelled
                         br__________

ASL Gloss:      RAIN, CLASS CANCEL
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Anecdote:

Research Question:
Do codas use ASL facial expressions while speaking English?
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“How many brothers and sisters do you have?
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                 br_______________________________________________________________ 
“Okay, so, if somebody shows up, like, you know, a colleague of mine shows up like 2 
_________________________
hours late to a meeting, . . .”
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                                                         br_______         br__________ 
“If my landlord never received my rent check, . . . 

Hearing face, a little bit funny!
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“During the interviews, the majority of informants spontaneously 
signed particular words or phrases . . . . The use of signs [included] 
when [informants] were momentarily unable to think of the English 
word.”

– (Preston, Mother Father Deaf, 1994)
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Anecdotes can represent the 
average experience
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and the word comes right to me!”
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Anecdote:

Research Question:
Does signing help codas think of the right spoken word?

“Sometimes when I can’t think of the right word in English, I sign 
and the word comes right to me!”

-anonymous coda participant

CODA not THAT



Anecdotes represent what we experience, 
but our reflections are not always accurate



But then again . . . if you listen 
carefully . . .
“See, I think now that I can sign, I’m having a harder time!”



But then again . . . if you listen 
carefully . . .

CODA THAT!
“See, I think now that I can sign, I’m having a harder time!”



“You know, Barbara and I were talking about how our parents don’t 
react, or don’t seem to show a lot of feeling when we have a lot of 
pain.  And then she started crying and said that it’s just like common 
sense.  They should nurture us.  They should just do that.  But they 
come from a residential school.  They didn’t have much to do with 
their families.  What role models did they have for nurturing?  And I 
think we were raised the same way.  We feel the loss but it’s also 
understandable.  We never got it because they never got it.”

– (Preston, Mother Father Deaf, 1994)

Anecdote:

Research Question:
Do some deaf people struggle with understanding the internal thoughts 
and feelings of others?



And several coda researchers, including myself, are working on this very question, including Jenny Singleton, Deanna Gagne, Naomi Casseli, Marie 
Coppola, and Bob Hoffmeister. You will have to stay tuned for a workshop at a future conference!   

But what I wanted to leave you with is that there are many coda researchers like those who I’m showing above who are actively engaged in research 
questions around deafness, sign language, and the coda experience.  As you listen to the stories around you from people who are younger or older than 
you, from codas visiting from Germany, Canada, Australia, and the UK, find those bits of the narrative that ring true to you.  Those are the seeds to great 
science, and who knows, which of you will be the next coda scientist.
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