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LIFE
Disney Subsidiary Consults with Deaf Community

Kelly Sargent 
SIGNews staff  writer

Th e Baby Einstein Company, 
owned by Disney, has announced 
the release of its latest DVD title. 
“My First Signs,” which features 
actress Marlee Matlin as special 
guest star, is the third program in 
a language series designed for in-
teractive use by parents and their 
babies.

Released fi rst in July 2005, 
“Baby Wordsworth” introduced 
families to words around the house. 
“Baby’s Favorite Places” emerged 
as the second title in July 2006, en-
couraging children and their care-
givers to discover the vocabulary 
of places around the town.

Introducing Signs 
To Children

“All three of these titles have 
been created to expose little ones 
to the idea that communication 
can take on many diff erent forms, 
including written, verbal and non-

verbal,” says Michelle Jacob, the 
senior manager of Public Relations 
for Th e Baby Einstein Company. 

Matlin introduces many of 
babies’ fi rst words and the cor-
responding signs by using pup-
pet shows, real-world images, and 
music. When a new word is in-
troduced, fi rst the written word is 
shown, followed by Matlin signing 
the word while the world is spoken 
aloud for the children to hear. 

“Th e goal of this language se-
ries,” Jacob asserts, “is that all chil-
dren, whether hearing-impaired 
or not, and their caregivers will 
enjoy each title as a way to discov-
er diff erent ways to communicate 
and express themselves including 
through sign language.”

“My First Signs” presents 
twenty common fi rst words from 
a baby’s early vocabulary, such 
as mommy, blanket, thank you 
and I love you. It also focuses on 
four diff erent times of day: family 
time, meal time, play time and bed 
time. 

“I think My First Signs is the 
perfect complement to the collec-
tion because it explores babies’ fi rst 
words and off ers parents and little 
ones an opportunity to communi-
cate with each other before a child’s 
verbal skills have developed,” says 
Matlin. “As a parent, I understand 
how exciting and rewarding it is 
to be able to communicate with 

your little one — whether verbal 
or nonverbal. It was a pleasure to 
be involved in the fi rst two Baby 
Einstein language titles in which 
children were exposed to multi-
ple ways to express themselves, in-
cluding through sign language.”

John and Lauren Maucere’s 
fi ve-year-old daughter, Daniela, 
appears in “My First Signs,” along 
with fellow kindergartner Zahra 
Chauhan. Enrolled at Washington 
Elementary School in Burbank, 

California, both girls participate 
in the school’s Deaf and Hard of 
Hearing (DHH) Montessori pro-
gram.

 “Disney fi rst visited the school 
in 2004 to recruit potential per-
formers for their Baby Word-
sworth title,” Lauren Maucere ex-
plains. “Daniela was one of the 
few who were chosen to come in 
to the studio for fi lming. Unfor-
tunately, since she was only three 
at the time, she was camera-shy 
and didn’t make it into the fi nal 
cut.” However, Th e Mauceres met 
the producer, director and staff  re-
sponsible for developing the series.

“Ever since the discovery of ba-
bies communicating at early stag-
es, sign language has emerged as 

the ‘must-have’ trend among par-
ents wanting to see their children 
in an ideal environment,” Maucere 
says, “where there are no barriers 
between parent and child.” 

“Th ere’s also the notion that 
the earlier babies grasp language, 
the smarter they are,” Maucere 
continues. “What parents don’t 
want that opportunity for their 
child?” Maucere, who makes an 
appearance on the new DVD, 
speculates that Disney jumped 
onto the bandwagon aft er seeing 
proven research that signing is the 
mode of communication for their 
targeted audience. 

“Th ey mentioned that the [fi rst 
title] Baby Wordsworth DVD, 
the response was tremendous to-
wards the signing, which was only 
a percentage of the spoken Eng-
lish DVD,” states Maucere. “Con-
sumers demanded a complete sign 
language DVD so they decided 
that with the hype going on in the 
media about sign language, they 
would go forth to produce a full 
video on sign language, thus, Baby 
Einstein’s ‘My First Signs.’” 

Auditions
Lauren and John Maucere were 

asked to become a part of Disney’s 
next project. Th ey conducted au-
ditions with Disney, and recruited 
children and parents to audition. 
“It was a wonderful process, where 
Disney was open to the sensitive 
needs of the deaf community.” 

By this time, Daniela was fi ve 
and felt better prepared to face the 
camera, as is evident in the DVD, 
her mother says. “It was fun sign-
ing the words because it was easy,” 
Daniela says, “It is funny to see 
myself and my friends on TV.”

Disney also consulted with the 
Mauceres on the deaf communi-
ty, culture and language. “It was 
important to use deaf children 
or KODAs [Kids of Deaf Adults] 
whose native language was ASL, 
in respect to the deaf community,” 
Lauren emphasizes. 

Th e couple showed them ways 
in which to bring out the best in 
deaf children “by using pictures 
to enable them to sign, rather than 
just telling them to say this or that 
during the fi lming.” Th ey empha-
sized the visual, rather than the 
auditory. 

“We LOVE the Maucere fam-
ily,” says Claudia Hartman, who 
was involved in Media Research 
and Creative Development on the 
project. “[We] couldn’t have done 
it without them!”

It was also important that “My 
First Signs” be made with closed-
captioning. “I think this was the 
fi rst DVD under their Baby Ein-
stein series that was closed-cap-
tioned,” Lauren says. “We stressed 
the importance of including the 
deaf community as a part of their 
buying population.”

In addition to being featured 
throughout the video, Matlin also 
hosts several “My First Signs” bo-
nus features. She introduces more 
fi rst words and signs, such as hello, 
stop, again, sorry and many more. 
Opposites, like hot and cold, and 
day and night, are also included in 
the bonus section. 

ADWAS Provides Housing 
for Abuse Victims

Erick Posner
SIGNews staff  writer

Abused Deaf Women Advoca-
cy Service (ADWAS) recently had 
the grand opening of the country’s 
fi rst transitional housing for the 
Deaf and Deaf-Blind abuse survi-
vors and their families in Seattle, 
Washington.

Th is building, “A Place of Our 
Own” has 19 units of transitional 
housing for low income families 
with children who are homeless. 
Th ey raised the whopping price 
tag of $8.6 million dollars through 
a “Capital Campaign” fundraising 
series and grants from the city of 
Seattle and the state of Washington, 
as well as other organizations and 
agencies. Ground breaking took 
place in 2005 and construction was 
completed in August 2006. 

Th e building incorporated sev-
eral features designed to provide 
a safe haven for the residents. In 
addition to the design, there are 
several procedures that helps en-
hance the residents’ living experi-
ence. “We designed the building 
so that we can monitor the coming 
and goings of people, as well as the 
surrounding area,” said Marilyn 
Smith, ADWAS founder. “We sup-
port survivors in developing a per-
sonal safety plan so that they can 
go out in the community without 
fear,” adds Smith.

ADWAS is a deaf non-profi t 
domestic violence organization es-
tablished in 1986. Smith currently 
serves as ADWAS executive direc-
tor. ADWAS has been a trendsetter 
in advocacy services for the Deaf 
and Deaf/Blind victims and serves 
as a national model for at least 14 
other deaf domestic violence orga-
nizations across the nation. 

Aft er years of advocacy, Smith 
realized that there were no tran-
sitional housing anywhere in the 
nation for Deaf and Deaf-Blind 
victims of domestic violence and 
sexual assault. ADWAS’s website 
stated that, “Hearing based domes-
tic violence housing oft en creates 
isolation and danger for Deaf and 
Deaf-Blind women seeking shelter 
where staff  are not able to commu-
nicate with the victim and there is 
no adaptive equipment.”

Th is led Smith to have a vision: 
Why not create nation’s fi rst safe 
transitional housing for the Deaf 
and Deaf-Blind survivors? Th at 
was in 1999.

Policies and Procedures
ADWAS is educating the com-

munity about domestic violence. 
“ADWAS wants all abusers to be 
held accountable for their behav-

ior... and the community members 
are learning about the issues,” said 
Smith. Th e intention is to provide a 
safe space for the survivors. “Th at 
means our Deaf events and meet-
ings become safer for everyone,” 
Smith emphasizes.

“Th is way, we have a triple lay-
ered approach to safe haven: We 
have a safe building with rules for 
security; each person is learning to 
be as safe as they can be and Deaf 
community is learning how to pro-
tect survivors at events and to make 
the abuser responsible for their be-
haviors,” stated Smith.

Th ere are policies currently in 
place for the transitional housing 
such as limiting number of visi-
tors pre-approved by ADWAS per 
apartment and each resident prom-
ises to keep the names of other resi-
dents private and confi dential. “We 
want people who are living here to 
feel confi dent that their safety is-
sues are respected,” said Smith.

“A Place of Our Own” tran-
sitional housing program has a 
guideline that determines who 
qualify for placement. Th e criteria 
include earning up to 30% of the 
Seattle area median income, quali-
fi cation within the Seattle Housing 
Authority and Section 8 require-
ments. Residents also must have at 
least one child to qualify as well. 

Residents may stay at the hous-
ing for a maximum of 24 months. 
“We want to give them enough 
time to fi nd permanent housing 
that is right for their situation. 
Many survivors need at least this 
long to start work on their goals. It 
takes time to get through the court 
system, apply for subsidized hous-
ing, go to school or get a job that is 
appropriate,” Smith explains. 

“Aft er they move in, as they 
work toward their personal goals, 
they can increase their income and 
become ready to move on to their 
own permanent housing. We pro-
vide whatever support they need to 
make their lives more stable, that 
means we work closely with De-
partment of Vocational Rehabili-
tation and other resources,” Smiths 
adds.

Th e building incorporates the 
latest adaptive technology such as 
videophone, TTY, doorbell light 
and alarm lights. 

While the building itself al-
ready has been paid for, the hous-
ing program are funded by a 
series of city and state grants an-
nually. Th e program accepts all 
applications nationwide. “Th is is 
a national program, we will as-
sist with transportation for those 
who wish to move to Seattle,” stat-
ed Smith.

ADWAS opened the country’s fi rst transitional housing to deaf and 
deaf-blind low-income families with children who are survivors of 
abuse in the Seattle area.

Marlee Matlin signs “baby” in 
the new “My First Signs” DVD 
from Disney’s Baby Einstein 
Company.

The Mauceres and staff . Top row left to right: Lucas Phelan, Linda 
Folsom, Claudia Hartman, John Maucere.  Bottom row seated left to 
right: Lauren Maucere, Gianni Maucere (on lap), Daniela Maucere, Mark 
LaVine, Antonio Goodwin.

Kindergartners Zahra 
Chauhan and Daniela Maucere 
participated in the making of 
“My First Signs” DVD.  


