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M
ost people think of doing the “Hokey 
Pokey” as merely playtime.

For deaf students, however, the 
Hokey Pokey can have a profound 
impact on their education. This is why 
it and many other “games” are at the 
core of learning at the Cleary School 
for the Deaf.

By participating in the Hokey Pokey 
students are learning different body parts and how to 
say them. They are working on their motor skills by 
dancing. They are practicing their speech by singing 
along. And they are learning which side is their left 
and which side is their right so they know which limb 
to put in  and out and “shake it all about.”

It may seem elementary, but it is an integral 
starting point for the students at the Cleary School, 
which was founded by Rosemary Cleary in 1925 as 
a summer camp called Peter Pan. The school, which 
is located at 301 Smithtown Boulevard in Nesconset, 
currently has 66 students and 19 preschoolers. It 
offers a myriad of programs for students up to age 
21, including programs for deaf children who also 
have developmental or learning disabilities.

The goal of the different programs at Cleary, which 
notably start at birth, is to get the students integrated 
into mainstream classrooms. 

“As much as we love them, we don’t want them 
coming back to us,” Cleary principal Ellen McCarthy 
said. “We want them to be successful in their district.”

This is why Cleary starts working with children at 
infancy. The school has a Parent-Infant Program (PIP) 
where parents and children up to age 3 work together 
to prepare the child for preschool.

In fact, in all of its programs, Cleary works to 
ensure that parents learn teaching strategies so their 
children’s learning can continue at home. Cleary 
even offers American Sign Language classes at the 
school and online.

“It’s imperative for us to build a bridge with families 
and communities for the children to continue their 
learning,” Ms. McCarthy said.

Just as important, Cleary’s curriculum includes 
a program that helps transition deaf and hearing-
impaired students into mainstream schooling, a 
new approach that started this year after receiving 
state approval. These Cleary classrooms have two 
teachers and 12 students—double the size of Cleary’s 
normal six-student classrooms—to help students get 
acclimated to the bigger class sizes of mainstream 
schools.

This goal also has become more attainable 
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thanks to the advent of new 
technologies like Cochlear 
implants and digital hearing 
aids, which help deaf and 
hearing-impaired students 
learn in new ways. However, 
Cochlear implants usually 
aren’t given to infants until 
they are 11 months old so, until 
that time, they are missing 
out on an important phase of 
language development.

Think back to your first 
word. How did you learn it? 
Probably from you mother 
and father incessantly telling 
you to ‘Say momma,’ or ‘Say 
dadda.’ But what if their 
requests fell on deaf ears? 

“You   were hearing the 
English language in your 
mo the r ’ s   womb , ”  Ms . 
McCarthy said. “Our students 
do not.”

For children who can hear, the 
whole world is their classroom. 
They’re constantly absorbing 
every word and sound they 
hear, expanding on their 
knowledge and vocabulary.

For a deaf child, however, 
their world is mostly silent, 
and learning usually only 
occurs in a classroom. 

“Imagine if the kid is truly 
only learning for six hours a 
day, how much they’re going 
to fall behind over time,” 
Cleary executive director 
Jackie Simms said. “That’s 
the challenge.”

Ms. McCarthy said the 
most difficult part of being 
a teacher for the deaf is 
teaching language. Even 
proper grammar practices 
are learned mostly through 
listening, especially because 
English is a language with 
many rules and even more 
exceptions. 

“When you were going 
through school and you were 
doing a writing essay, the 
teacher would say, ‘Well, 
does that sound right?’ And 
you’d read it back to yourself 
and say, ‘Oh, wait. No, that’s 
wrong’ and you’d be able to fix 
it because you’ve heard the 
language and you understand 
what it’s supposed to be.”

Ms. McCarthy said most deaf 
children historically max out 
with a reading and language 
learning comprehension at a 
fourth- to sixth-grade level.

“So, as a teacher, you want 
to break that ceiling,” she 
said. “You want to know that 
you’re doing everything you 
can to get them reading for 
comprehension, being able 
to read a textbook to learn a 
subject, and that’s the hardest 
thing.” 

According to Ms. McCarthy, 
however, teachers struggle 
to find materials to use in 
their classrooms since deaf 
education is such a low-
incident population. She said a 
lot of the materials must either 
be adapted or made completely 

from scratch to work for the 
Cleary students. 

“I think one of the challenges 
the teachers have,” Ms. 
McCarthy said, “is finding the 
avenues that work well and 
wading through the ones that 
are out there and are toted 
as being really good but don’t 
meet the need.”

Lisa Bloechle, a speech 
therapist at the school, said she 
was completely unprepared for 
the job when she first started 
at Cleary.

“The kids didn’t have the 
technology to the point where 
they could use any sound 
meaningfully to develop 
speech of language,” she said. 
“So what do you do?”

Ms.  B loechle  quick ly 
l ea r ned  to  work  w i th 
American Sign Language so 
she could communicate with 
her students. Her job is still 
challenging, but children’s 
worlds are opening up since 
many of them are benefitting 
from the development of 
different technologies like 
Cochlear implants and digital 
hearing aids.

“I sat behind one student 
and banged a drum, and she 
didn’t turn around. That’s how 
profoundly deaf she was,” Ms. 
Bloechle recalled of a young girl 
prior to her receiving Cochlear 
implants. “She got the implant 
a month later and she came to 
a speech session and she could 
hear ‘Ssss’ from 6 feet away. It 
changes everything.”

Ms. Bloechle uses games and 
toys to help make learning fun 
for her students, and she’s not 
alone. The school does its best 
to make the learning experience 
as enjoyable as possible. For 

example, music breaks in the 
sensory room throughout the 
day give students a break from 
sitting and allow them to dance 
around and have fun, just like 
they do in the Hokey Pokey.

In  o ther  c lassrooms, 
preschool students look at 
pictures and identify them 
using a combination of sign 
language and speech. They 
then decide whether the item 
is food or clothing and put it in 
the appropriate category. 

A student in a one-on-one 
speech session used “real-
world play” to work on her 
sign language vocabulary. The 
speech therapist handed the 
student fake food, which she 
had to identify and checkout 
using a toy cash register.  

In a f irst-and-second-
grade classroom, students 
exclusively use sign language 

to communicate and talk 
about the different elements 
of the book Polar Express, 
trying to identify the different 
characters and the setting.

As one of 11 state-supported 
4201 schools that work to help 
children with low-incidence 
disabilities, the Cleary School 
for the Deaf is funded by the 
state. The school supplements 
this funding with donations 
to the Cleary Foundation, 
which can be made at www.
clearyschool.org or by calling 
the school at 631-588-0530. 
The state covers students’ 
tuition and gives funds to the 
school based on its number 
of students. But Ms. Simms 
said there are challenges that 
come with this. While general 
education schools receive 
a three-percent increase in 
funding every year, the Cleary 
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School has not received an 
increase in five years.
 “With inflation, everything is 
going up,” Ms. Simms said. 
“But we have to make it work 
with the money we’ve been 
getting.” 

In an effort to fix this, Ms. 
Simms, Ms. McCarthy and 
other school administrators 
met with legislators on 
Wednesday, December 3 to 
seek changes to state policies 
and an increase in funding.  
  But despite the monetary 
and curriculum challenges 
that Cleary faces, all of the 
teachers and administrators 
are passionately enthusiastic 
about the work they do. And it 
shines through in the students’ 
progress and happiness.

To learn more about the 
Cleary School for the Deaf, visit 
www.clearyschool.org.

Students thriving at Nesconset’s Cleary School


