
Inspirational Teacher Norma Freeman 

A Story by William Martinez 

 

Growing up an only child in a deaf household, my first language was American Sign Language. I had very 

little exposure to spoken English or social practices. We had no TV or radio. We didn’t attend concerts or 

movies. My mother, a poor, single parent and deaf from birth, struggled to make ends meet. This forced us to 

move frequently across the city, state, and country. I had no friends to relate to, no siblings to interact with, and 

because of the relocations, I attended almost 20 different elementary schools. Consequently, I was failing every 

class. I felt worthless. Invisible.  

 

Transferring after the semester started to yet another middle school, I was given a schedule that 

included an elective called “Choir.” It was in this class that I would meet the teacher who would change the 

course of the rest of my life—Mrs. Norma Freeman. She quickly noticed that I didn’t know how to interact with 

other kids. I would sit alone in silence or awkwardly sign something. But she continually tried to earn my trust, 

either by inviting me to spend my lunch and after-school time in the choir room or welcoming my involvement 

in the class. And although I always refused, she never shamed, punished, or embarrassed me.  

 

One day after school, she asked me to come to the piano alone and sing a simple scale. I reluctantly 

complied. As I finished singing, she turned to me and said, “Wow, William. You have a good voice! You’re a 

singer.” Suddenly I was invisible no more. I had an identity. I was heard. I finally belonged.  

 

Mrs. Freeman unlocked an intense passion for music and the performing arts that could not be satisfied. 

As I began to excel in Choir, she gave me an opportunity to sing a solo during a presentation for our parents. I 

told her, that being deaf, my mom would not be able to enjoy it and would feel left out surrounded by all the 

parents who could hear their children sing. So I declined. Instead of choosing another student, Mrs. Freeman 

came up with a brilliant idea: “How about you sing and SIGN your song?”  

 

For the first time in her life, my mom got to experience musical phrasing, dynamics, passion, joy, and 

rhythm, all through the hands and arms of her own son. She finally understood my love for music. Mrs. Freeman 

truly changed two lives that night. What an incredible teacher.  

 

Through music, I learned to speak. I finally started making friends, improving my grades, and for the first 

time in my life, I was excited about the future. I graduated high school, went on to get my BFA in Musical 

Theatre, and have worked professionally as a performer for over 15 years.  

 

Currently, I am touring a show called "SIGNing the Song" which shares the incredible story of Mrs. 

Freeman and the power a single teacher can have in releasing the potential in a child’s life.  


