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About the Project 
 
SIGNALL is a transnational training project which aims to increase awareness of 
Deaf culture and Sign Languages amongst individuals and organisations. 
 
SIGNALL aims to cultivate a behavioural change and commitment from 
organisations, employer bodies, educational establishments, public authorities and 
society as a whole, in the way people who are Deaf are perceived and treated.  
 
Aims & Objective 
 
The SIGNALL consortium, supporters and patrons comprise of organisations in 
Ireland, Czech Republic, Finland, Spain and the UK. SIGNALL project aims to:  
 

• raise awareness of Deaf culture and Deaf people; 
• introduce people to the fundamentals of Sign Languages; 
• develop guidelines for organisations and individuals on how to improve 

their communication skills with Deaf people; 
• disseminate information to target groups on the employment needs and 

requirements of Deaf people; 
• encourage employers to promote employees’ interest in Sign Language 

courses; 
• identify good-practice organisations who have put in place specific 

measures to accommodate the needs of customers or employees who are 
deaf. 

 
Deliverables & Outputs 
 

• As well as this printed guide and a version of this available in a DVD-
ROM format, a number of key outcomes and deliverables form part of the 
SIGNALL suite of products  which includes: 

• a DVD video documentary that presents a collection of interviews from 
organisations, employers, Deaf advocacy bodies and Deaf people who 
illustrate examples of good-practice, issues that concern them, obstacles 
and solutions that they have encountered and other valuable insights with 
multilingual subtitles and signed footage; 

• A folder of case studies on employers and providers of goods and services; 
• a series of short advert-style awareness films for available on the website, as 

a download for video iPods and also on DVD which aim to increase 
awareness of Deaf Culture and Sign Language; 

• interactive multilingual websites with links to Deaf associations and sources 
of useful information with signed content. 
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Exclusion and Work Inclusion. Interesource Group also promoted STREAM - 
Strategic Training for Recruitment and Retention of Employees and Managers 
(2002-2004) which dealt with recruiting, training and retaining employees in the 
hotel sector in Ireland, Cyprus, Greece, Slovakia and the UK. The products included 
a series of guides for managers, a DVD documentary and a book of the 
international research, surveys and case studies. MORPH - Management of Risks 
and Practices in Healthcare - which reports on clinical risk management practices 
and identifies medico-legal best practices in healthcare in Ireland, the UK, Poland 
and Bulgaria, was completed in 2004 and products include a series of awareness 
leaflets, a book on the research and case studies, a training CD-ROM for 
healthcare practitioners and a DVD documentary. The MORPH project was 
nominated for a best-practice award in 2004.  
 
Other past projects include REFLECT - Review of Foreign Languages and Cultural 
Training which provided an assessment of language and cultural training needs in 
Ireland, Great Britain, Portugal and Poland promoting the economic and mobility 
value of acquiring linguistic competencies. Products included reports and electronic 
training tools. ELISE - European Language and International Strategy Development 
for SMEs investigated the importance of cultural and linguistic capabilities for 
SMEs involved in international trade in the UK, Ireland, Sweden, the Netherlands 
and Denmark. INTERCOMM involved partners from Iceland, Portugal and the UK 
and dealt with Intercultural communication in international trade. 
 
Interesource Group (Ireland) Limited  
48 South William Street, Dublin 2, Ireland  
 
[t]  +353 - 1- 677 1957 
[f]  +353 - 1- 677 1329  
[e] info@interesourcegroup.com  
[SKYPE] interesource 



  
 

 6 

About the Partners 
 
Grant Advisor Ltd. is a specialised consultancy company providing fundraising 
and organisational advice for EU projects as well as for all types of national 
subsidies in the Czech Republic. The company provides grant consultancy services 
and grant information services, participating in numerous EU projects. The key 
activities include providing grant information services in the Czech Republic; 
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The Finnish Association of the Deaf (FAD) is the central Deaf organisation in 
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internationally including the World Federation of the Deaf, the EU DEAF and the 
Nordic Council of the Deaf.  
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The University of Sussex is one of the United Kingdom’s most renowned and 
innovative universities. The Deaf Studies programme is situated at the Centre for 
Continuing Education, offers well established award winning programmes in 
British Sign Language and Interpreting. The Centre has a diverse prospectus of 
continuous professional development courses, for those working with the Deaf 
community which are offered on a part-time basis. 
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Editorial Note 
 
This book of case studies has been produced in conjunction with Understanding 
Deaf People and Deaf Culture: A Good Practice Guide and serves as supplementary 
reading along with providing some examples of good practices in Europe. While 
this is targeted at employers, we hope that readers who are aiming to increase 
their level of understanding and awareness as well as policy makers and educators 
will benefit from the contents. 
 
As employers, the way we work and manage staff is constantly undergoing 
change. Diversity continues to be a buzzword in HR disciplines and is likely to 
remain a major focus as employment profiles continue to change due to 
economic, demographic and societal developments. But often there is too much 
focus on cultural diversity, with commentators forgetting about the true meaning 
of the term. Diversity is more about difference and the uniqueness of difference. It 
is about understanding this and making oneself more aware of such differences so 
that we move away from the attitude of tolerance and acceptance to one of 
harmony and integration. 
 
A very common concern emerging out of the research carried out as part of the 
SIGNALL project was that there is perhaps too much focus on policy and strategy 
and too little on attitude and behaviour and a such we have produced this guide 
to allow you to put in place some very practical steps and to achieve some basic 
understanding of Deaf culture and sign language. Even if, as an employer you 
have no Deaf employees, some of the principles set out in this guide are universal 
and can be applied to many contexts. 
 
This publication was written as part of a suite of products that was developed for 
the SIGNALL project which included a series of case studies from across Europe, a 
DVD documentary entitled The Significance of Silence, a multilingual website, 
information leaflets and pamphlets, a series of short awareness raising advert-
styled DVDs and the Good Practice Guide on DVD as well. 
 
The main aim of the project was to raise awareness about Deaf Culture and Sign 
Language amongst employers and society by capturing the views and opinions of 
educators, employers, employees, advocacy groups, policy makers in both the Deaf 
and hearing communities. 
 
As a hearing person, it would be impossible to deliver on this range of products 
without the inclusion of some very prominent academics and professionals in 
particular those within, and those active in the Deaf Community. They have been 
extensively consulted and have guided me along with the project team in putting 
together these deliverables. 
 
Whether you are an employer, or whether you work with Deaf people I hope that 
you will be able to add to your existing knowledge of the Deaf Community and 
Sign Language through the use of the products. Of course, if you would like to 
receive further information about legislation, rights, advocacy issues and sign 
language classes, contact your local Deaf association or the national representative 
bodies. 



  
 

 8 

 
I would like to extend my thanks to the consortium partners in the Czech Republic, 
Finland, Spain and the UK as well as to all of the supporters who have assisted in 
any way possible. 
 
I would like to thank a few individuals who have helped in providing particular 
advice for elements of this guide.  
 
My sincerest thanks to John Walker, University of Sussex, Antti Makipaa, the 
Finnish Association for the Deaf, Kevin Stanley, Irish Deaf Society, Lorraine Leeson, 
Centre for Deaf Studies Trinity College Dublin and the Deaf Community Centre 
Limerick for providing some comments and advice about elements of this Guide. 
 
As is customary for any editorial note, my deepest and sincerest thanks to my own 
direct team of dedicated staff in the SIGNALL project: Finola Sisk, Filip Joos and 
Ashfaque Sheikh who have tirelessly brought this project to SIGNALL to it’s pit-
stop. 
 
 
 
 
Haaris Sheikh, Project Chairman 
Chief Executive, Interesource Group (Ireland) Limited



  
 

 9 

 
A Word of thank to… 
 
This project has been completed through the dedication of the consortium and 
supporters as well as the large number of individuals and organisations who 
participated by becoming involved as case study subjects, interviewees, advisors 
and many others who simply expressed interest and often words of 
encouragement and support. To each and everyone a very big thank you. 
 
In particular, I would like to acknowledge the following: 
 
Project Team 
 
Pam Coare, Owen Cobbe, Martin Dítě, Colin Doherty, Katerina Dulanská, Filip 
Joos, Radim Kudla, Antti Mäkipää, Selina Martin, Mari Peltonen, Carmen Ramírez, 
Ashfaque Sheikh, Finola Sisk and John Walker. 
 
Participants and Contributors 
Aino Hanhikoski, Asim Sheikh, Barry Gallagher, Logic 2, Bernadette White, Kerry 
Deaf Resource Centre, Bohumil Sýkora, Sýkora, Brian Crean, Irish Deaf Society 
Deaf Literacy Services, Brian Symington, RNID, Belfast, Carlos Cepillo, Public 
Gardener Worker, Carmel Grehan, Centre for Deaf Studies, Caroline Moloney, 
DELL, Catherine White, Kerry Deaf Resource Centre, Cecilia Hanhikoski, Cecilia 
Navarro, Ponce de León, Celia Barlow, House of Commons MP, Stephen Deering, 
Deering Employment Services Ltd., Clare Scully, Distinguished Features, Dave 
Cotter, David Joos, Dympna Hehir, Fiona McCarthy, DELL, Frederik Jacques, Ger 
Boyce, Geraldine Colleran, National Association for Deaf People – Limerick, 
Geraldine MacNamara, Geri Broderick, Glenn Davis, Noreen, Kim, Paul and Alan at 
Davis Printers, Gregorio Nogal, Ponce de León, InterAct International, Ivana 
Dubnová, Tesco Stores ČR a.s., Jaana Keski-Levijoki, University of Jyväskylä, 
Jennifer Ring, National Association for Deaf People – Limerick, Jennifer Robertson, 
National Cochlear Implant Programme, Jeroen Bourgois, Jerzy Marcin Macko, 
Norgren, Joe O’Malley, Hayes Solicitors, Jerry Laurence, University of Sussex, Kevin 
Stanley, Irish Deaf Society, Léargas, Dublin, Liisa Kauppinen, The Finnish 
Association of the Deaf, Lisa Willoughoby, Lorraine Leeson, Centre for Deaf 
Studies, Lucie Kastnerová, Marco Nardi, Marco Nardi Ltd, Paul Neal, Neal 
Communication Agency, Mark Nelson, Remark!, Sally Reynolds, NDCS, Marek 
Kubeš, Norgren, Marie Horáková, APPN, Markku Jokinen, World Federation of the 
Deaf, Marta Kounková, Mary Dermody, Matthias Vanneste, Michael Fagan, Castle 
Oaks Catering, Monika Kurincová, Divadlo neslyším, Montserrat Pérez, Ponce de 
León, Neelofar Ashfaque, Neil Maher, Léargas, Newmans Productions, Noel, 
O’Connell, Noreen Moloney, Léargas, Pat Fitzgerald, Limerick County Council, Pat 
Halley, Léargas, Patricia Vera, Confederación Estatal de Personas Sordas (CNSE), 
Pavel Jurka, Sýkora s.r.o., Pekka Krook, Prosign, Petteri Huvio, Prosign, Pieter 
Michels, Reyes Marcos Sanchez, Ponce de Leon, Riitta Hurme, City of Espoo, 
Sabina Eykelberg, Sandra Morrissey, Deaf Community Centre Limerick, Sandra 
O’Brien, National Association for Deaf People – Dublin, Sean Corkery, DELL, Seppe 
Gielen, Shane Buckley, Siobhán Wallace, Léargas, Stuart Williams, Susan Booth, 
T.J. Blackwell, Teresa Clohessey, Model School for the Deaf Project, Tom Haglund, 
Carfix, Viking Hjort, Carfix, VIVIFIDE Limited, Willie White, Kerry Deaf Resource 
Centre. 



  
 

 10 

Introduction 

 

It is important from the outset to understand the term ‘Deaf’ in the context of both the SIGNALL 

project and also in understanding the services and provisions for Deaf people in each of the partner 

countries.  

 

The project has focussed specifically on Deaf people. The research has been undertaken by Deaf, 

hard of hearing and hearing persons and the outcomes and views are presented with all 

communities in mind.  The literature presented here for all five countries has been done so to 

provide an understanding about some of the differences in Deaf cultural aspects, country variances 

in the provision of services for Deaf people and also some facts and figures that highlight some 

important trends. The outcomes of SIGNALL project have been developed for the Deaf Community, 

however the beneficiaries also include hard of hearing and hearing persons as well. 

 

 
Historical Information on Deaf Society and Culture 

 

It is reasonable to suggest that Deaf people have existed since the very beginning of civilisation. 

References to Deaf people can be traced back to Egyptian, Greek and Chinese times.  Deaf people 

are believed to have been well respected in ancient Egypt due to the wider culture’s reliance on 

hieroglyphics and Deaf people’s visual communication. Evidence exists of sign language amongst 

Deaf people in ancient Greece. However, since the Greek’s considered speech as the purest form of 

thinking, the Deaf community were largely ignored. In China, Confucian philosophy shaped 

society’s treatment of Deaf people and its responsibility towards them.  

 

A community is considered to be a group of people living in a certain location and who share 

certain features and a sense of belonging to a cohesive group. One of the most important criteria 

differentiating communities is language in which case two different communities may use two 

distinct but mutually incomprehensible languages in their everyday communication. Language is a 

fundamental component of social behaviour. An individual acquiring his linguistic habits and 

competence as a developing member of society and as an adult knows intuitively when and where 

to use the acquired language. In this way, language and social behaviour are very closely related.  

 

Martha’s Vineyard, an island off the coast of Massachusetts, was a virtual haven for Deaf people. 

The first known Deaf settler was Jonathan Lambert, a carpenter and farmer who moved there with 

his hearing wife in 1694. By 1710, migration to the island had almost ceased, and inter marriage 

became frequent. The resultant endogamous community contained a high incidence of hereditary 

Deafness that would persist for two centuries. At one stage, one in four children were born Deaf. 

There was such a high incidence of Deaf people on the island that residents developed a sign 

language known Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language (MVSL) and was freely accepted by all. Spoken 

and signed languages were used by both hearing and Deaf residents.  
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The roots of modern day treatment of Deaf people began with the formalisation of Deaf education 

in schools which were set up in the eighteenth century. The first school was established in 

Edinburgh, Scotland by Thomas Braidwood who promoted the use of fingerspelling and speech. 

France was a pioneer in Deaf education. In 1754, Abbe Charles Michel funded and established the 

first public school for the Deaf in Paris. In addition, Michel also published a book entitled Instruction 

of Deaf and Dumb using Methodical Sign, and a sign language dictionary. The formal sign system 

enabled Deaf people in France to communicate words and concepts, and became the basis for 

American Sign Language (ASL) and also influenced other European sign languages. In 1816, 

Thomas Gallaudet travelled from the United States to England to learn of the British Deaf education 

system. He was prevented from finding out about their system which relied on oral methods as 

opposed to sign. While in London he encountered students of the French system including Sicard 

and Laurent Clerc. Gallaudet convinced Clerc, who was Deaf, to travel with him back to the States 

to assist in the development of a formal Deaf education system. This system was accepted by the 

Deaf population and residents of Martha’s Vineyard left the island to attend. 

 

In 1880, the Second International Congress on Education for the Deaf took place in Milan, Italy. 

This conference was a turning point in the history of Deaf education and the treatment of Deaf 

culture. The vast majority of attendees were proponents of the oral method of teaching who 

disregarded the use of sign as a means of communication. The Congress voted for the following 

resolution: 

 

• The Convention, considering the incontestable superiority of speech over signs, for 

restoring Deaf-mutes to social life (and) giving them greater facility of language, declare 

that the method of articulation should have preference over that of signs in the instruction 

and education of the Deaf and dumb. 

• Considering that the simultaneous use of signs and speech has the disadvantage of 

injuring speech and lip-reading and precision of ideas, the convention declares that the 

pure oral method ought to be preferred. 

 

The small number of Deaf attendees who favoured the use of sign language were ignored.  

Thomas Gallaudet was present at the Congress and his opinion was also disregarded.  

 

The ramifications of the Congress were widespread. In the immediate term, the decision to ignore 

the use of sign in the education of Deaf people resulted in the loss of jobs for Deaf teachers. 

Membership of associations for the promotion of Deaf needs and Deaf culture increased. Gallaudet 

University decided to retain sign language on the Gallaudet campus. This decision had a substantial 

influence on the survival of sign language. In the longer term, there were repercussions in Deaf 

culture typified by the painting Milan, Italy, 1880 by Deaf artist Mary Thornley depicting hearing 

hunters shooting a sign representing American Sign Language (ASL). In 1993, Gallaudet University 

hosted a conference called Post Milan ASL and English Literacy. 
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In retrospect, one could say that in the years since the Milan Congress, sign language and oralism 

have learned to co-exist peacefully. There has been a gradual acceptance of Deaf culture and sign 

language in the larger community and tolerance between both traditions has increased. It is 

unlikely that a situation similar the 1880 Milan Congress will ever occur again.  

 

Prior to the sixteenth century no formal recognition was afforded to sign language. Deaf people 

formed their own signs and this became their only means of communication. An Italian physician, 

Girolamo Cardano, tried to develop a code of signs but this failed to develop. His work, did 

contribute to the development of a new perspective on Deaf people. The general population began 

to realise that communication with Deaf people did catch on. Sign language arose from within 

Deaf communities and was developed by Deaf people themselves. It is not an artificial tool devised 

by hearing people, or an incomplete or broken form of spoken language on the hands - it is a full 

and complete language. 

 

The French priest Charles-Michel de l'Épée (1712-1789) published the first book on signs and 

finger alphabet. He was also engaged in educating teachers of the deaf who set about founding 

their own schools for the deaf. That is also the reason why de l´Epee has been branded as the 

father of the deaf. De l´Epee’s method began to be called “French method”.  

 

Another person who contributed to the education and dissemination of sign language was Jacobo 

Rodriguez Pereir, who trained his sister in articulation. He classified different degrees of deafness 

(absolute, roar-hearing level, voice-hearing level) and submitted his findings to French scientists. 

The French method, though, was criticised by some Germans. Johann Konrad Amman (1669-

1724), a German physician, rejected the sign technique and promoted the oral one instead. He 

took over the articulation from the Spaniards and lip-reading from John Bulwer who published The 

Natural Language of the Hand and The Art of Manual Rhetoric in 1644. In teaching, he used 

articulation first (making use of a mirror) and script second. Ferdinand Arnoldi (1737-1783), 

another German, drew on Amman and added script to the articulation and lip-reading. In 1880, a 

congress of the teachers of the deaf held in Milan opposed the sign usage and promoted what 

later became known as “German method” also known as oralism. 

 

 

International Dimension 

 

The World Federation of the Deaf is an international non-governmental organisation founded in 

1951, representing some 70 million Deaf people worldwide, and is recognised by the United 

Nations. It has, as its most important priorities support for Deaf people in the developing countries, 

the right to sign language and human rights for Deaf people including access to education and 

information. Most countries have a national body representing the interests of Deaf people and 
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these associations are affiliated with WFD. However it is estimated that eighty per cent of Deaf 

children worldwide, mostly living in developing countries, receive no education at all. 

 

The European Union has an estimated 1.6 million Deaf people who use at least 44 different sign 

languages (which is more than the number of officially recognised spoken languages in Europe) 

and there are some 114 sign languages in use throughout the world. Deaf people who are fluent 

sign language users, and well travelled, claim that with International Sign (a lingua franca) they can 

communicate with foreign Deaf people more easily than hearing people using spoken languages. 

 

The European Union of the Deaf (EUD), a non-profit making organisation whose membership 

comprises National Associations of Deaf people in Europe. Established in 1985 in Brussels, the EUD 

is the only supranational organisation representing the interests of Deaf Europeans at the European 

Union level.  

 

In 1988, the European Parliament adopted a Resolution on Sign Languages (OJ c 187, 18,07 1988 

p. 236). In 1995, an economic budget granted to the European Union of Deaf people was aimed at 

a project to improve the status of the Sign Languages in the different European countries and to 

foster the official use of them but they do not enjoy parliamentary recognition yet.  

 

The Salamanca Statement on the Frameworks on Special Needs Education by UNESCO in 1994 calls 

on the international community to endorse the approach of inclusive schools by implementing 

practical and strategic changes. The participants agreed a new statement on the education of all 

disabled children, which called for inclusion to be the norm. A new framework for action calls the 

ordinary schools to accommodate all children, regardless of their physical, intellectual, social, 

emotional, linguistic or other conditions. Children with disabilities should be able to attend the 

nearest school that would be attended if the child did not have a disability. The Salamanca 

Statement calls for education for all. Children with special education needs should have access to 

regular schools.  

 

The Salamanca Statement also emphasised that educational policies should take full account of 

individual differences and situations. The importance of sign language as the medium of 

communication among the deaf, for example, should be recognised and provision made to ensure 

that all deaf persons have access to education in their national sign language. Owing to the 

particular communication needs of Deaf and Deaf/blind persons, their education may be more 

suitably provided in special schools or special classes and units in mainstream schools.  

 

The International Conference of the World Federation of the Deaf - Our Rights – Our Future in 

autumn 2005 in Helsinki addressed issues on, among other things, the new UN Comprehensive 

and Integral International Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights and Dignity of 

Persons with Disabilities. The convention is developed to ensure the human rights and special needs 
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of the 600 million people with disabilities are protected and also to prevent discrimination and 

social exclusion based on disability. 

 

 

The Differences in Definitions 

 

In Ireland, the Irish Deaf Society (IDS) defines Deafness as a state of being wherein a group of 

people share a perception of the world through an emphasis on visual and kinaesthetic input. This 

description of Deafness is used most commonly for people who are Deaf from birth or in very early 

childhood. A Deaf person is a member of a cultural, social and linguistic group, and is ‘Deaf’ is 

denoted with an uppercase 'D'. This convention was first suggested by James Woodward in 1972 

and developed by Carol Padden later in 1980. 

 

Deaf people do not place emphasis on their hearing status and do not consider themselves as 

having a disability, but rather as members of a language or cultural minority. A member of the Irish 

Deaf community is someone who uses Irish Sign Language (ISL) as his or her first language and as 

the primary means of communication, who has had a hearing loss since birth or from an early age, 

who constantly attends and participates in social gatherings of Deaf people and who has influence 

within the community (Matthews, 1996). 

 

It is widely acknowledged in Ireland that essentially there are two approaches to defining what 

constitutes Deaf. In essence, the first school of thought for this definition centres on the cultural 

and linguistic model where the focus is either on firstly people who are Deaf and ISL users and who 

see themselves as individuals who belong to the Deaf Community, and secondly people who are 

deaf and do not see themselves as part of a linguistic and cultural minority. This socio-cultural 

model focuses on the strengths and capabilities and Deafness is a social construct which forms part 

of the values and norms of the culture of the Deaf community. In terms of advocacy, the 

concentration is on civil rights, recognition, empowerment and equality.  

 

Therefore Deaf people who sympathise with this view consider themselves to be akin to a minority 

ethnic group like Australian Aborigines or to a language minority like Irish or Welsh speakers or to 

some other ‘oppressed’ minority like Gay and Lesbians. Because of their separate ‘condition’, their 

highly evolved language and their participation in Deaf social clubs, their participation in advocacy 

issues, for example, they are conscious of sharing a separate culture from that of the rest of society 

in which they live. Much of their history and literature about Deaf people has turned upon the 

deeply felt need for this separate language and culture to be recognised – a common theme in 

most countries for Deaf communities.  

 

The alternative school of thought focuses on the medical and pathology model of deafness where 

deafness is measured in terms of a degree of hearing loss and those representing the interests of 

such deaf persons aim to focus on finding ‘solution’ to the problem of ‘deafness’. This model 
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prescribes to an individualistic approach tacking deafness, often viewed as an abnormality. where 

the deaf person is seen as having an impairment and in need of treatment or technological aid to 

correct the dis-enabling condition.  This is mainly a ‘hearing’ society and its members, particularly 

professional, attempt to categorise the population of people that happen to have a hearing loss. 

 

There are many classification of deafness from ‘hard of hearing’ to ‘totally deaf’ and a large 

proportion of the population is affected by deafness, to some degree, as they grow older (deafened 

people). Deafness can be measured scientifically, and frequently is measured for various welfare 

purposes, using units called ‘decibels of hearing level’ (dBHL). A hearing person can hear sounds 

within the range up to 20 dBHL. Mild deafness is defined as an inability to hear sounds in the 21 to 

40 dBHL band and the further gradations are: Moderate (41-70 dBHL), Severe (71-95 dBHL), 

Profound (95 dBHL and louder)  

 

While the medical definition offered here provides just and only that, it is not used in anyway for 

the outcomes of the SIGNALL project. However, what it does do is illustrate the difference in 

language used and how perceptions based on definitions can shape society and the way in which 

deaf people are treated.   

 

Following from the two different schools of thought and considering that Deaf people are also 

deaf, we come to the conclusion that there are also two different views to disability. 

 

Based on the medical model all deaf people need a form of amplification to restore their hearing to 

function in society in the best way possible. Over the years technology has developed so much that 

from a simple ‘horn’, to the use of digital hearing aids (as external removable support) to the more 

invasive and irreversible cochlear implant (electrodes applied directly into the inner ear by 

operation). However, it is argued that no matter how much technology has advanced, none of the 

above means restore hearing to how a hearing person experience sounds.  

 

The socio-cultural approach, sees Deaf people as a minority constantly fighting to access 

information and to communicate in their preferred language (and often the only means of 

communication). 

 

There are at least two more approaches to deafness as a disability and these are known as the 

‘administrative’ and ‘provisional’ models. Both have influenced the life of Deaf people by putting 

limits to what was, and still is, financially viable and affordable by the authorities, rather than what 

is required. These approaches have also affected policies thereby affecting developments in 

education, leisure activities, employment and societal integration and inclusion. 

 

Categorisations under the latter models have seen the usage of terms like: partially hearing, 

partially deaf, severely deaf and, the most acute, profoundly deaf.  

 



  
 

 16 

In education, where the ability to acquire the language used by society is vital, deaf people have 

been regarded as a number of clustered groups, where Deaf children have been treated as a 

completely separate group because they are deaf from birth or from a very young age, before the 

acquisition of speech. 

 

Another group that is characterised by profound deafness caused in childhood by illnesses such as 

meningitis, but having already learnt to speak intelligibly, can, with training, acquire sign language 

and therefore become bilingual. Much discussion and planning has taken place about how deaf 

children should be educated. There is wide support within the Deaf community for free tuition in 

both sign language and ‘Deaf culture.' In the UK Dorothy Miles referred to “the need for a 

bilingual approach to deaf education where British Sign Language is used to build up 

comprehension and self expression, and English is then taught as a second language. 

 

Finally, the term ‘deafened people’ is used to designate those adults who have become severely or 

profoundly deaf later in life. 

 

 

What is certain is that the following terms are not acceptable by the Deaf Community which have 

negative connotations. Hearing impaired (which uses the term ‘hearing’ as form of normalisation 

and then express the lack of by adding ‘impairment’), deaf and dumb (dumb has now become 

synonymous with the term ‘stupid’, when initially had the connotation of unintelligible speech), 

deaf-mute (mutism is a separate condition that indicates the inability to produce sounds, while deaf 

people are all able to produce sounds although at different levels of intelligibility).  

 

 

 

 

IRELAND 

 

 

 

Historical Information on Deaf Society and Culture in Ireland  

 

In Ireland, the establishment of education for the Deaf began around 1814. Dr. Charles Orpen, 

with no practical experience, managed to teach a Deaf boy a large vocabulary as well as some 

arithmetic. He wrote a book on Deaf people and his lectures created awareness of the need for 

education of Deaf people in Ireland. Donations led the opening of the school in Smithfield 

Penitentiary in Dublin in 1816. This establishment moved to Brunswick Street in 1817. Joseph 

Humphreys who was headmaster of the National Institution became the first Deaf teacher to 

receive formal training under the Braidwood system in Edinburgh. In 1819, the National Institution 

for the Deaf and Dumb was founded at Claremont, Dublin. The Claremont school was 
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denominationally Protestant but had more Catholic students than Protestant ones. There began an 

effort to found a school exclusive to Catholic students. The first Catholic school for the Deaf was 

established in Ireland in 1822 which catered for both boys and girls. Others schools were 

established throughout the country such as St. Mary’s School for the Deaf in Cork and the schools 

for the Deaf at Cabra, Dublin and St. Joseph’s School for the Deaf which attained the title of a 

National School in 1929. In 1952, the Department of Education fully recognised St. Joseph’s and 

St. Mary’s Schools for the Deaf as special national schools.  

 

 

Hearing Society and Deaf people 

A Deaf person cannot be easily identified at first sight. It is not as obvious to know how to behave 

towards Deaf people. If somebody is walking down the street with a blind person, he or she will let 

him or her know about possible obstacles. This is not normally the case when dealing with a Deaf 

person. In this regard, there is not much awareness of the problems that Deaf people have. 

 

Most Deaf people see deafness as the norm and thus do not see hearing as something they lack or 

envy.  

 

“in my daily life, I don’t feel like a Deaf person, until someone reminds me of it. 

I feel myself completely ‘standard’, just as the others." 

 

When comparing Deaf communities with other minority groups, the commonalities are consistent 

between them all. In one respect, minority cultures can be described as groups which are bound 

together because they are disadvantaged by the beliefs and practices of the majority culture in 

which they are embedded.  

 

Historically, the lack of communication in the past between Deaf and hearing people lead to many 

misunderstandings and has often hampered efforts to interview Deaf people and get an accurate 

picture of Deaf culture from a Deaf person’s perspective. The comprehension of Deaf people can 

be impeded as a result of misinterpretation of the deeper meaning of signed expression. Cross-

cultural differences are also sometimes lost in translation. Historically speaking, these difficulties 

arose as a result of society’s misconceptions of sign language and was compounded by the famine 

and poverty-stricken state of the country at the time which resulted in governing and managing 

policy to incarcerate many healthy and active minds to institutions such as mental institutions. 

 

The opinion of larger society is a great influence on issues affecting the Deaf community. Certain 

opinions of the Deaf have been particularly contentious over the years. It is fair to say that Deaf 

issues have been largely ignored up to relatively recently. Persons with physical disabilities have 

been of interest to researchers for many years. Research on Deaf issues is a relatively recent 

endeavour which is a reflection of the importance afforded to Deaf issues until now. This lack of 

research and therefore knowledge has meant that until recently little was known about Deaf issues 
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and Deaf culture. Historically, Deaf people were treated poorly by society in Ireland. Deaf people 

were often misdiagnosed as deranged and were often incarcerated in asylums due to the 

preponderance of ignorance of Deaf culture. The historical treatment of Deaf people created a 

fractured society which excluded Deaf people from the general population. This treatment resulted 

in considerable frustration, depression and anger amongst Deaf people. Support structures for 

hearing people are in place but it is considerably harder for a Deaf person to avail of them. 

Misdiagnosis can occur due to lack of trained, skilled Deaf counsellors, social workers and other 

relevant professionals. 

 

Since the 1980s, research on Deaf issues has increased and more is therefore known on Deaf 

issues. People with knowledge of Deaf issues tend to have a vested interest in the Deaf community. 

They may be a friend of a Deaf person or may have a family member who is Deaf. The majority of 

hearing people do not have an opportunity to meet and interact with Deaf people, they are 

understandably prone to think of the Deaf experience from their own point of view. Hearing 

people often perceive being Deaf as losing an important sense that is fundamental to their lives. 

But to people who are born Deaf, there is no feeling of loss. Many Deaf parents face considerable 

obstacles in raising their children. They are frequently educated below their capacity, employed 

below their capability, and viewed negatively by the hearing world because they are Deaf. A Deaf 

person may also form the opinion that they are deficient in some way due to the larger society’s 

reliance on sound for communication. 

 

2003 was European Year of People With Disabilities. The Eurobarometer 54.2 in 2001 collected 

data on European citizens’ opinions of people with disabilities. This opinion may differ from their 

daily behaviour towards people with disabilities but at the least provides am indication of the 

general situation. Europeans may have a lack of knowledge of certain disabilities but this does not 

necessarily reflect a lack of regard towards people with disabilities in their daily activities. The survey 

showed that there was a high level of concern regarding the issue of disability with almost 40 per 

cent of participants having a family member with some form of disability.  Five per cent of 

respondents considered themselves as having a disability. Eighty per cent of respondents stated 

that they were at ease while in the company of people with disabilities. 

 

More specifically, information was collected on people’s perception using a Likert Scale of 1 to 4 

where 1 represents not at all difficult, 2 represents not very difficult, 3 represents fairly difficult and 

4 represents very difficult.  Table 1 shows the opinion of the general population on the level of 

difficulty Deaf people face in relation to access to services. 

 

 

 

 

 

Opinion of General Population Level of Level of Difficulty of Access of Deaf People 
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Service EU-15 Ireland Finland Spain UK 
Universities or 
Schools 

2.82 2.78 2.88 2.66 2.67 

Workplaces 2.78 2.76 2.85 2.59 2.69 
Cultural 2.73 2.66 2.79 2.56 2.79 
Other Public 
Services 

2.70 2.70 2.97 2.44 2.90 

Public 
Transport 

2.65 2.59 2.79 2.40 2.90 

Sports Events 2.63 2.55 2.73 2.51 2.68 
Restaurants, 
Hotels 

2.51 2.42 2.80 2.29 2.68 

 

 

Emergence of Facilities for the Deaf 

 

There are a number of organisations associated with the Deaf Community in Ireland. These include 

the Art and Cultural Society, the Catholic Institute for the Deaf, The Cork Association for the Deaf, 

The Dublin Deaf Association, the Irish Association of Sign Language Interpreters, the Irish Deaf 

Society, the Irish Deaf Sports Association, the Irish Deaf Youth Association, Deaf Hear (formerly 

National Association for Deaf People, NAD), the Rainbow Deaf/Blind Club, the Sign Language 

Association of Ireland, The Women’s Group and the Young People’s Club. 

 

The Irish Deaf Society (IDS) is the national representative organisation of the Deaf in Ireland, striving 

to highlight societal needs of Deaf people and their families. It is the official member of the World 

Federation of the Deaf (WFD). It actively seeks the recognition of ISL as an official language in 

Ireland, alongside spoken Irish and English languages. The IDS believes that the recognition of ISL 

will bring full access and participation of Deaf people into mainstream society and remove obstacles 

in areas such as broadcasting, education, employment and telecommunications. The IDS seeks to 

enhance the standard of living for all Deaf and hard of hearing people, who have traditionally faced 

the threats of poverty, limited employment opportunities and social inclusion, due to lack of public 

understanding or appreciation for the essential needs of Deaf, as well as hard of hearing people. 

The IDS is comprised of Deaf professionals at all levels. The IDS is also un umbrella organisation for 

smaller Deaf groups and societies. Many independent Deaf support groups and centres such as the 

Kerry Deaf Resource Centre and The Deaf Community Centre Limerick are independent bodies set 

up for the Deaf communities, however will rely on policy and advocacy issues represented by the 

IDS. 

 

The National Association of the Deaf (NAD) was established in 1964 and has four principal 

objectives. It aims to promote equality, independence and inclusion of deaf and hard of hearing 

people by advocating for full access to education, health, social services and society in general. It 

advocates for change nationally and locally by representing issues and concerns. It aims to research, 

develop and pilot new concepts of service delivery. Furthermore, it aims to deliver services in 

partnership with state agencies and associated voluntary organisations. However, while it does 

provide services for Deaf people and also those who are hard of hearing, the NAD is seen by many 
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Deaf people as an organisation that is run by hearing professionals which prescribes to the medical 

definition of deafness as already discussed. The NAD has recently changed its name to Deaf Hear.  

 

While recognising the provision of the different services provided by these two key organisations in 

Ireland, it is important to note the different communities that they serve. 

 

In education, The Centre for Deaf Studies at Trinity College Dublin (TCD) is a prominent 

organisation which offers courses for ISL tutors and ISL/English interpreters, general training in the 

field of Deaf Studies, and linguistic research focusing on describing ISL. 

 

 

Statistics and Trends 

 

Accurate and reliable statistics on the Deaf community have always known to be difficult to obtain. 

In general, censuses and surveys group Deaf people with people with other disabilities such as hard 

of hearing, blind people and visually impaired. Some surveys will include only the pre-lingually Deaf 

whereas others will include all Deaf people regardless of when they became Deaf. In the few cases 

where the definition of Deaf for the survey is the same, comparison may still be hampered by the 

actual measure used. Some surveys report absolute figures whereas others use a prevalence rate or 

a percentage rate. Inter-country comparison may therefore require mathematical conversion which 

could result in inaccurate information. As a result of these data deficiencies all data relating to the 

Deaf community should be treated with an element of caution and at best should only be used as a 

guideline. Data trends may reveal more information than the actual data itself. 

 

Original data is sourced from the 1991 Central Statistics Office (CSO) census of the Republic of 

Ireland and disaggregated for the ISL National Survey and Research Project. Data is also presented 

on the Deaf population of Northern Ireland since some ISL users live in Northern Ireland. The Deaf 

community is concentrated in large urban centres. The largest Deaf community is based in the 

capital, Dublin. Other substantial Deaf communities are located in Waterford, Wexford, Cork, 

Kerry, Limerick, Galway, Kilkenny and Navan. A large portion of Deaf people live in Dublin for two 

main reasons. First, most employment opportunities are in Dublin. Second, many activities for Deaf 

people exist in Dublin. Table 2 details the Irish Deaf population by county. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Irish Deaf Population By County 
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Provinces and 

Counties 

Population 

of Republic 

of Ireland 

Estimated 

No. of 

Deaf 

No. Deaf Still 

At School 

No. Of Deaf 

Left School 

Total No. of 

Deaf Still 

At/Left 

School 

Estimated 

Total No. of 

Respondents 

              
Leinster 1,860,949 1,860 185 248 433 23.3 

Carlow 40,942 41 3 4 7 17.0 

Dublin 1,025,304 1,025 106 186 291 28.4 

Kildare 122,656 123 8 3 11 8.9 

Kilkenny 73,635 74 7 12 19 25.7 

Laois 52,314 52 9 - 9 17.3 

Longford 30,296 30 3 - 3 10.0 

Louth 90,724 91 5 1 6 6.6 

Meath 105,370 105 9 14 23 21.9 

Offaly 58,494 58 6 3 9 15.5 

Westmeath 61,880 62 11 10 21 33.8 

Wexford 102,069 102 7 9 16 15.7 

Wicklow 97,265 97 12 6 18 18.5 

              
              
Munster 1,009,533 1,010 78 72 150 14.8 

Clare 90,918 91 9 1 10 11.0 

Cork 410,369 410 22 35 57 13.9 

Kerry 121,894 122 15 8 23 18.8 

Limerick 161,956 162 15 11 26 16.0 

Tipperary 132,772 133 13 2 15 11.3 

Waterford 91,624 92 4 15 19 20.6 

              
              
Connacht 423,031 423 50 22 72 17.0 

Galway 180,364 361 36 22 58 16.0 

Leitrim 25,301 25 3 - 3 12.0 

Mayo 110,713 111 10 - 10 9.0 

Roscommon 51,897 52 1 - 1 1.9 

Sligo 54,756 55 - - - 0.0 

              
              
Ulster (Part Of) 232,206 232 17 2 19 8.2 

Cavan 52,796 53 4 1 5 9.4 

Donegal 128,117 128 4 - 4 3.1 

Monaghan 51,293 51 9 1 10 19.6 

              
              
Republic Of 

Ireland 3,525,719 3,525 330 344 674 19.1 

Northern 

Ireland 1,578,000 1,578 5 7 12 0.7 

Total 

Population 5,103,719 5,103 335 351 686 13.4 

              
 



  
 

 22 

While the primary purpose of the Quarterly National Household Survey (QNHS) is to collect 

information on employment and unemployment, it also includes modules on social topics of 

interest from time to time which includes information on disability numbers. It is envisaged to 

collect information on disability on an annual basis from 2006. Respondents were asked whether 

they had a longstanding health problem or disability, which had affected them over the course of 

the previous six months or that is likely to affect the respondent for at least six months. If the 

respondent answered yes to having a longstanding health problem or disability, they were asked 

which category would best describe their health condition. In relation to deafness, respondents 

were simply asked whether they had difficulty with hearing. Questions on disability have been 

modified since this survey to bring them more in line with the International Classification of 

Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) of the World Health Organisation (WHO). 

 

Persons Aged 15-64 that have a hearing difficulty (000s) 
              

  March-May 2002 December-February 2004 Per Cent Change 

              

  
Hearing 

Difficulty 
Total Disability 

Hearing 

Difficulty 
Total Disability   

State 5.6 274.2 4.5 298.3 -20% 9% 

            

              

Region           

Border 0.6 31.4 - 29.1 - -7% 

Midlands 0.3 15.1 0.5 18.8 67% 25% 

West 0.5 23.8 - 33.5 - 41% 

Dublin 2.0 77.2 1.6 87.5 -20% 13% 

Mid-East 0.4 29.3 0.7 29.7 75% 1% 

Mid-West 0.7 21.4 0.3 24.5 -57% 14% 

South-East 0.4 32.8 0.5 29.2 25% -11% 

South-West 0.5 43.1 0.5 45.9 0% 6% 

            

              

Sex           

Male 3.1 144.6 2.8 155.8 -10% 8% 

Female 2.6 129.6 1.7 142.5 -35% 10% 

            

              

Age Group           

15-24 years 1.0 29.4 - 26.1 - -11% 

25-34 years 0.8 40.7 1.0 36.9 25% -9% 

35-44 years 1.2 50.2 0.8 53.1 -33% 6% 

45-54 years 1.4 68.4 1.6 81.8 14% 20% 

55-64 years 1.1 85.6 1.0 100.4 -9% 17% 

            

              

Marital Status           

Single 2.4 99.9 1.4 101.2 -42% 1% 

Married 2.7 143.1 2.9 161.2 7% 13% 
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Separated 0.3 21.1 - 23.8 - 13% 

Widowed - 10.2 - 12.1 - 19% 

            

              

ILO Economic 

Status           

In employment 2.6 109.9 2.7 110.8 4% 1% 

Unemployed 0.5 7.5 0.3 9.2 -40% 23% 

Not 

economically 

active 2.5 156.8 1.5 178.3 -40% 14% 

              

Source: CSO, 2004 (QNHS Q1 2004) 

 

 

Irish Sign Language and Communication with Deaf People 

 

Sign language is officially recognised in several countries throughout the world. Some countries 

have recognised in their constitution and other have recognised it by means of legislation or policy. 

Brazil, Finland, South Africa, the Czech Republic, Uganda, Venezuela, Ecuador and Portugal 

recognise sign language constitutionally. Australia, Greece, Russian Federation, Uruguay, Belarus, 

Iceland, Slovak Republic, Zimbabwe, Canada, Iran, Spain, China, Lithuania, Sri Lanka, Colombia, 

Luxembourg, Sweden, the Czech Republic, New Zealand, Switzerland, Denmark, Norway, Thailand, 

France, Peru, Ukraine, Poland, United States of America, United Kingdom, Cuba and some German 

States have recognised sign language by way of legislation or policy. Ireland does not officially 

recognise ISL as an official language. There is no universal form of sign language. Like spoken 

languages, sign languages are different in different countries or regions. Japanese Deaf people use 

Japanese Sign Language, Deaf Swedes use Swedish Sign Language, and Deaf Brazilians use 

Brazilian Sign Language. Regional variations of sign languages also exist within countries, including 

the United States. A Deaf New Yorker who relocates to Alabama will quickly learn a variety of signs 

never seen in New York. A major difference between national sign languages is that they are 

influenced to a large degree by individual cultural differences. This is further compounded by Deaf 

people’s educational experiences which play a large part in shaping and reshaping their sign 

language. 

 

Irish Sign Language is related to French Sign Language through contacts which were established 

between French Deaf schools and Catholic Deaf schools in the nineteenth century. There are 

informal male and female sign systems. Females learn the male system during dating and marriage. 

The differences between the male and female systems are the result of the development of ISL 

separately in male and female schools. The increasing interaction between boys and girls in after 

schools activities has resulted in more similarities between both forms of sign language. The 

informal system is referred to as Deaf Sign Language. Irish Sign Language is a new unified system, a 

manual code for English and has structural features such as directional verbs. It has influenced sign 
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languages in South Africa and Australia. It originated between 1846 and 1849 in the Deaf schools 

of the period.  

 

ISL has a rich heritage of Irish folklore, culture, traditions and customs and identity and is the 

indigenous language of the Irish Deaf community. Little is known of its linguistic structure and how 

it might be written. It is not taught in schools of the Deaf and is not a subject on the national 

curriculum.  

 

Sign Language has its own structure and grammar. It does not mimic spoken language. So while 

English that is spoken in Ireland, the USA, Great Britain or indeed any predominantly English 

speaking country, can be widely understood by an English speaker, those using Irish Sign Language 

(ISL), American Sign Language (ASL) or British Sign Language (BSL), will not automatically 

understand each other. Deaf people may have varying standards of written English. They may use 

English better in some contexts rather than others - not because Deaf people are unintelligent, but 

because they may have used English in a different context. Hearing people too have different 

standards of written English. 

 

Social behavioural norms are associated with ISL and communication and must be observed. It is 

important to allow sufficient space for signing and vision Gaining someone’s attention can be 

achieved by waving if he or she is some distance away, by knocking on the floor, banister or table 

for vibrations or by switching on and off lights. As with spoken languages, people sometimes have 

private conversations. There is therefore a difference between public signing and private signing. If 

people are using a smaller signing frame and are signing at a faster pace, then it is inappropriate to 

observe conversation before asking permission to join in.  

 

Hands, eyes, shoulders, movements of the head and some particular facial expressions are the 

articulates of sign languages. Signs are articulated in a given space in front of the signer, ranging 

from just above the signer’s head to the waist and extending outward away from the signer to just 

under the length of ones arm. This area is known as the signing frame where information is 

represented spatially. 

 

There are non-verbal features in ISL. In sign language, much information is contained in specific 

facial movements which have grammatical functions. Hearing people use facial expressions to 

express emotion. Deaf people use their faces in two other important ways. An ISL user may express 

modification and intensification, which increases or decreases the effect of a sign and they may 

also contain a syntactic component. For second language learners of sign language, the use of 

facial expression for syntax is difficult to learn.  

 

A large number of hearing people do learn sign language. They may choose to learn sign language 

out of curiosity but more often than not it is for practical reasons. Hearing people can learn sign 

language at beginners, intermediate or advanced levels. Users may choose to become sign 
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language interpreters. Users may also include parents of Deaf children, hearing children of Deaf 

adults (known as CODAS), relatives of Deaf people and adults who are late Deafened.  

 

The overriding advantage of signing language is that it enables Deaf people to communicate with 

each other or with hearing people. There are other advantages to sign language. It stimulates 

learning through different senses which is of great benefit for children that are visual, spatial or 

tactile learners. Knowledge of even a small number of signs can provide a hearing person with 

confidence to engage and interact with a Deaf person instead of them perhaps feeling awkward 

and helpless. Knowledge of a certain amount of sign language would also enable better 

understanding of a Deaf person’s needs in case of emergency such as the need for urgent medical 

treatment.  

 

 

Education for Deaf People 

 

The Department of Education and Science (DES) in Ireland sanctioned a pre-school for Deaf children 

on a pilot basis for five years to June, 2007. The pre-school catered for up to six pupils based in 

Cabra, Dublin where the programmes are delivered through ISL. The facility is managed by the 

Model School for the Deaf Project.  Evening classes in Irish Sign Language are provided for 

immediate relatives of the children attending the facility. In addition, the model school for the Deaf 

project facilitates a weekly family support group in the pre-school. 

 

The DES in Ireland operates a visiting teacher service for the Deaf or hard of hearing children and 

children with visual impairments. Specially trained teachers, based in regions throughout Ireland 

provide the service. Visiting teachers aim to support parents or guardians as well as the child 

themselves. The support service can be availed of before the child is born and can continue until he 

or she reached third-level education. Teachers are responsible for particular regions and travel to 

meet the children, parents/guardians, teachers, care staff and other professionals involved with the 

child if necessary. Furthermore, the service is free of charge. All teachers are fully qualified National 

School teachers who, in addition, hold the Diploma for Teachers of the Deaf or the Diploma for 

Teachers of the Visually Impaired or the Diploma in Special Education or their equivalent. At a 

minimum, visiting teachers have at least two years teaching experience in a special needs school or 

special unit within a mainstream school.  

 

Visiting teachers perform a number of functions. They work with pre-school children providing 

guidance and support for parents of Deaf or hard-of-hearing children. Visiting teachers also 

monitor the development of a child’s language and their communication skills. At primary level, the 

visiting teacher works with the principal and other staff to plan and put in place suitable supports 

for the child. At post-primary level, teachers continue to support students and ensure that students 

can avail of the Reasonable Accommodations provided by the State Examinations Commission. 
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The Irish Deaf Society has undertaken Deaf Access to Learning English Project (DALEP). The aim of 

the project is for Deaf students to learn English as their second language through ISL. Deaf adults in 

Ireland have a low literacy rate. Some estimates show that 80 per cent of Deaf school leavers in 

Ireland aged 16 to 17 have a reading age of an 8 year old due to an inadequate education system 

which is geared primarily towards hearing people. 

 

 

Education for Family and Friends of those who are Deaf  

 

It is recommended that a Deaf child be exposed to an environment which maximises his or her 

social, emotional, psychological, cognitive and linguistic development. Most Deaf children of Deaf 

parents function better than Deaf children of hearing parents in academic, linguistic and social 

areas. Most children born to Deaf parents are hearing. Children of Deaf parents frequently function 

bilingually using native sign language and native spoken language with ease. Even though many 

have parents with limited education and a blue-collar occupation, a large majority enter 

professional occupations. Deaf parents likely to have a close rapport with their Deaf child, have 

fluent communication, high expectations, and a well-founded positive outlook. Hearing parents 

may not be able to communicate adequately with their Deaf child who may therefore become 

frustrated and tantrum prone. When communication breaks down between a Deaf child and their 

parent, the child’s linguistic, emotional and educational progress suffers.  

 

In the pre-school for Deaf people pilot project commissioned by the DES, visiting teachers inform 

parents of the implications of Deafness and communication methods. They also monitor the child’s 

language development and communication skills and give information and advice to parents. They 

also liaise with audiology services. Visiting teachers provide information on pre-school and school 

placements to parents and guardians. 

 

 

Multimedia and Information Technology in Deaf Society 

 

A TTY is a teletypewriter adapted to send signals over the telephone. Prior to its invention, Deaf 

people had to rely on family, friends or even strangers when making telephone calls. Briefly, a TTY 

has a typewriter keyboard and an electronic LED display and works by transmitting messages to 

another TTY, with the caller and other party alternately typing back and forth, using established 

terms. 

 

The introduction of relay services has meant that communication access via TTY has increased 

greatly.  Telecommunications relay services (TRS) offer anyone the ability to make a call with the 

assistance of a relay operator who types the hearing person’s words to the Deaf person on a TTY 

and voices the Deaf person’s words to the hearing person. In some areas it is now possible to make 

video relay calls using computer-mounted cameras. After dialling and connecting to a relay centre, 
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a Deaf person signs to the camera lens and an interpreter watching the monitor relays the 

conversation to a hearing person, then signs the response, which the Deaf person views on the 

computer screen, all in real time.  

 

Technology has been developed to facilitate the lives of Deaf people at home. For example, light 

signalling systems that connect to the phone jack, doorbell buzzer and a lamp or stand-alone bulb 

assist Deaf people in knowing whether the phone or doorbell is ringing. With wireless versions, a 

master console can be set up in one room, with remote receivers in other rooms. When the 

telephone or doorbell rings, the lamp flashes. A Deaf person can tell whether the phone or doorbell 

is ringing from the flash rate and from two different lights on the receiver. Baby monitors made for 

Deaf parents are placed in the crib or nearby. A remote receiver in another room will flash a 

connected lamp to alert a parent to the infant's cries. 

 

Two types of alarm clocks are used to awaken Deaf people in the morning: the vibrating kind, 

placed under a mattress, and a lamp flasher, which flicks on and off until it is turned off. Both are 

plugged into specially designed alarm clocks with an adapter. There are several models available 

from manufacturers of assistive technology who serve the Deaf community. Some come with 

snooze buttons similar to regular alarm clocks. For travellers, small portable alarm clocks can be 

placed under the pillow and will vibrate. 

 

The advent of many internet-based communication systems is making communication far easier for 

Deaf communities. For instance, IP phone, internet messaging, SKYPE, built-in cameras in PCs and 

laptops, text messaging has increased the ways in which communication tools are readily available 

and easily accessible.  

 

 

Integrating Deaf Culture into the Labour Force 

 

Gaining equality in education and training entails accessibility of information, often presented in an 

indigenous sign language or via sign language interpretation. To this end the European Union of 

the Deaf (EUD) has regularly organised thematic conferences and seminars on issues that are 

relevant to Deaf people in Europe. 

 

Ireland's Employment Equality Acts 1998 and 2004 have been described as the most significant 

pieces of Irish employment legislation in the last 20 years. The Act outlaws discrimination on seven 

new grounds, in addition to those of gender and marital status. Single parents, gay people, older 

workers and those with disabilities are among those who should see their access to jobs and 

promotion opportunities improve once the Act takes effect. 

 

The Act provides that all employment contracts shall be deemed to include equality and equal 

remuneration clauses. Discrimination on any of the nine grounds is outlawed in relation to a broad 
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range of employment-related activities and situations including training or experience for, or in 

relation to: employment; access to employment; conditions of employment; promotion; 

classification of posts; activities of employment agencies; and advertising. The Act also applies to 

trade unions, trade and professional associations, and to collective agreements. 

 

While the Act offers protection to Deaf job seekers and those Deaf people in employment seeking 

promotion, the picture that has emerged recently does not suggest that there is equal treatment of 

Deaf people in employment. Many organisations still have negative perceptions about Deaf people 

and their possible integration in workplaces and this is a perception that most Deaf organisations 

aim to change through offering courses on Deaf Awareness Training.  

 

In relation to employment statistics, an Irish Deaf Society survey revealed some statistics based on 

primary research in 2006. Of those who responded to the survey (n=325), 60% were in paid 

employment, 12% were unemployed, 5% were retired, 33% were categorized as working within 

home duties, 10% in education and 5% other. 

 

Importantly, the survey compared statistics of state employment as a whole and revealed that Deaf 

people were more 4 times more unemployed (12%) than compared to the state employment 

figures (3%). The survey also revealed that of the 198 earners surveyed, 35% earned less than 

14,000 euro, 34% earned between 15,000 and 24,000 euro, 23% earned between 25,000 and 

34,000 euro and 7.5% earned more than 35,000 euro. 

 

Duration of unemployment indicated that the largest number of years that anyone was 

unemployed for was between 2 and 4 years (46%, n=39). 13% were unemployed for over 10 

years and 18% were unemployed for up to 1 year. 

 

In relation to length of time in current job, 48% spent under 5 years, 17% spent between 6 and 

10 years, 17% between 11 and 20 years, and 18% spent between 21 and 40 years. Only a small 

few were in their current job for over 40 years. 

 

Promotion prospects showed that only 26% were promoted. 46% showed that there were 

opportunities for promotion and that only 20% ever applied. 

 

A main theme for EUD in 2003-2004 was non-discrimination in employment. The EUD contributes 

to the EU-wide process of implementing the European Directive 2000/78/EC establishing a general 

framework for equal treatment in employment and occupation at national level. EUD aims to do so 

by promoting exchanges of experience between its members and their governments and other 

actors active in the field of non-discrimination. As part of its work programme for 2003-2004, the 

EUD organised a seminar on employment and non-discrimination in May 2004 in Dublin, Ireland. 
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Because of the importance of communication, Deaf people prefer to have a certified and trusted 

sign language interpreter assist them when visiting their doctor, lawyer, or other professional. In a 

few rare situations, because of sensitive or personal information, they may choose to rely on other 

methods, but in general, it is easier, as well as safer, to rely on a highly qualified and experienced 

sign language interpreter to ensure effective communication. 

 

 

 

 

FINLAND 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In place of the traditional categories of deaf, deaf-blind, deafened, hard-of-hearing, from the 

beginning of the 1990s, Finnish and Swedish language research literature and legislation moved 

increasingly towards using the term viittomakielinen (literally) ‘sign language+ish’ and ‘sign 

language+er’. This neologism became a natural addition to Finnish and Swedish and to both 

languages’ sign language as did the corresponding term ‘sign language user’. This became part of 

the language use of Deaf people, when from the end of the 1990s many associations of the Deaf 

began to replace the word ‘deaf’ with ‘sign language’ in their designations. By paying attention to 

language, an important element of the identity of Deaf people, being a language minority achieved 

more positive attention in society’s decision making than ‘non-hearing disability group’. 

 

Sign language user appeared instead of the term deaf both in the 1995 reform of the Constitution 

and almost exclusively in all legislation passed since 2000. In addition, the National Association of 

the Deaf (despite its name) has started to use the term ‘sign language user’. It defines the term as: 

 

“A sign language user is a Deaf/hearing/hard of hearing/ Deaf blind person, 

whose mother tongue or first language is the sign language.” 

 

Language is thus central to this definition: how an individual has learned a language, how s/he 

commands it and identifies with it. However, when speaking of the nucleus of sign language users 

the Deaf community as a socio-cultural group the term Deaf is still fixed in its field of reference. 

 

The context described above has led to a new categorisation in current research: the group of sign 

language users is examined on the basis of from whom and where a person has adopted or learnt 

the language, and not according to what hearing (or vision) requirements a person has. Thus, 

people belong to the sign language users’, a group of people whose first or mother language is 

sign language and also those who have learnt it as a second or foreign language. 
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The largest group of sign language users is comprised of first language Deaf and hard-of-hearing 

people who have adopted signing in childhood from a sign language using, hearing parent, at day-

care or from other Deaf children. The hearing siblings of a Deaf child also belong to this group. 

 

Mother tongue sign language users comprise Deaf and hard of hearing people and include those 

whose parents, or one of them, is a sign language user (Deaf or hard-of-hearing). Sign language 

learnt, as a second language, is the second most used language in addition to spoken Finnish and 

Swedish, either due to work, having a sign language using family member or other relative. 

Learning sign language as a foreign language is almost wholly restricted to study situations. They 

would otherwise not be in contact with sign language and not encounter the language in their 

environment. In addition, there are also deafened people in Finland, i.e. people who have become 

deaf due to an illness or a high age.  

 

 

Historical Information on Deaf Society and Culture 

 

A Deaf pioneer of Finnish Deaf education, Carl Oscar Malm founded the first school for the Deaf in 

1846 in Porvoo, which was also the beginning of the Finnish Sign Language and Deaf community. 

Finnish Sign Language is historically based on the Swedish Sign Language that was used in the first 

school. It has been estimated that due to sign language training over five decades, more than 

1,000 Deaf persons had been in contact with sign language. In other cases efforts were made to 

have contact with sign language outside of school, for instance at annual formal school events.  

 

Besides schools, sign language was passed to the next generation in families created by members 

who had attended sign language schools and by hearing spouses.  

 

The Deaf community formed its first regional Deaf club in 1886 in Turku, after which a number of 

clubs were founded all over the country to promote and develop the social, cultural and legal rights 

of Deaf people. Deaf people became aware of the fact that a national association was needed to 

promote cooperation between regional Deaf clubs and to protect the interests of all Deaf people in 

Finland. The Finnish Association of Deaf-Mutes was founded in 1905, the country’s oldest disability 

organisation.  

 

After the Second World War the name of the Finnish Association of the Deaf-Mute was changed to 

the Finnish Association of the Deaf (FAD). Later, in the 1970s, the work of the Association 

concentrated on the identity and cultural questions of the Deaf community. Sign language became 

a core of the culture. 

 

At the beginning of the 1990s, the Finnish Association of the Deaf proposed a broad educational 

programme which called for the recognition of the Deaf community as a linguistic and cultural 
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group with equal human rights with hearing people. At the same time, the Deaf awareness 

movement introduced a socio-cultural point of view of deafness.  

 

 

Hearing Society and Deaf people 

 

Sign language was used for the first time as a language of instruction at schools for the Deaf from 

1846. There were also Deaf teachers at the schools, many of whom were former educators in sign 

language training. Throughout this time, but in particular from the beginning of the 1870s, there 

started to be an acceptance in Finland and other Nordic countries and in Europe of a pedagogical 

approach where teaching was based wholly on speech. 

 

The 1892 regulation on schools for the Deaf, according to which a part of the earlier sign language 

schools changed to fully oral activity, some could still use writing and the manual alphabet for their 

learners, whose ‘ability’ was not considered sufficient for oral instruction. Sign language use was 

no longer considered desirable, which meant that Deaf teachers were excluded from teaching 

work. Signing was seen as having a destructive effect on spoken language learning and also on 

intelligence. It was also thought that sign language separated Deaf people from ‘normal’ people. 

Those who criticised sign language, usually people who themselves were unskilled in it, considered 

it a poor and inadequate means of expression deficient in grammar compared to spoken language. 

 

Stressing the incomparability of speech in communication and learning in talking of oralism meant 

from a pedagogical viewpoint an underestimation of the broader sign language and visual way of 

life and of language in the lives of Deaf people. For instance, it is known that Deaf women were 

sterilised and, in the name of eugenics, marriages between inborn Deaf people were prohibited in 

1929 – a law that was not repealed until 1969. Deaf people, however, developed their own 

strategies for surviving during the time of oralism and were able, despite everything, to form 

marriages. Sign language was not abandoned, though its use had to be concealed in schools. Sign 

language was used openly in the activities of associations but Deaf people felt ashamed to use it in 

public places.  

 

After a decade there started to be open criticism of oralism by Deaf associations, as schooling 

results were weaker using speech methods, as well as from the perspective of using speech itself. 

Gradually, based on the research from the Nordic countries and the US, it was established that sign 

language does not impede cognitive thought and that it can promote the observational learning. 

Finally, in 1969, it was possible to arrange the first sign language course for teachers of the Deaf, in 

which about half of the teachers from Finnish schools for the Deaf took part. Because of this and 

later courses, signing gradually began to be used in teaching, although initially only alongside 

speech, as the language skill of hearing teachers was sufficient only for the most essential 

communication. 
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The Deaf people’s movement finally took the form of the US model at the end of the 1970s, 

including as a so-called Deaf awareness movement, which wanted to influence the self-identity of 

the Deaf community. The crux of Deaf awareness was equality: Deaf people have the same rights 

and obligations as anyone and are as worthy as people as hearing people. Sign language is central 

to Deaf identity, which society has to come to accept. 

 

The position of sign language users in Finland has developed significantly since the 1980s. In 1995 

Finland was the third country in the world to recognise sign language at a constitutional level, and 

this made it possible for sing language users to act all round in society using their own language. 

The relevant part if the Constitution dealing with language rights is as follows: 

 

 

§ Section 17 - Right to one's language and culture 

 

The national languages of Finland are Finnish and Swedish. 

 

The right of everyone to use his or her own language, either Finnish or 

Swedish, before courts of law and other authorities…The Sami, as an 

indigenous people, as well as the Romani and other groups, have the right to 

maintain and develop their own language and culture. Provisions on the right 

of the Sami to use the Sami language before the authorities are laid down by 

an Act. The rights of persons using sign language and of persons in need of 

interpretation or translation aid owing to disability shall be guaranteed by an 

Act. 

 

In addition, the 2003 Administrative Procedure and the Criminal Investigations Acts, as well as the 

Language Act, concerning the national languages of Finnish and Swedish, which took effect in 

2004, specify more precisely the regulation in the Constitution on the entitlement of everyone to 

use their own language in official affairs. Though the language act does not specifically deal with 

the language rights of sign language users, it does oblige parliament to receive, once during each 

parliamentary term, information on the current situation and position in society of people using 

sign language in Finland, in addition to Sami and Romani. Legislation also requires research on 

Finnish Sign Language in addition to the other languages of the country by the Research Institute 

for the Languages of Finland, under the Ministry of Education. According to the law and decree 

related to the Institute (1996), it provides for the language and the principles it upholds through 

discussion on the activities of the expert body, the Finnish Sign Language Board. 

 

As a point of curiosity, it should also be mentioned that according to the Law on Citizenship 

(2003), Finnish citizenship may be granted to a foreigner if s/he in place of having Finnish or 

Swedish language skills has a corresponding level of Finnish sign language skill. 
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It is the duty of the public service radio and TV broadcaster, the Finnish Broadcasting Company, to 

produce a full programme service available to everyone on equal terms. It is to support functioning 

democracy by offering a variety of information on societal questions, opinions and debate, 

including to minorities and special groups, and the service is according to the 1998 law to be 

carried out in Sami, Romani and sign language and applied also to other language groups in the 

country. 

 

Laws of 1998 concerning basic education, high school and vocational colleges mention that sign 

language may be a language of instruction, and as an own language can be taught in place of 

Finnish or Swedish.  

 

The linguistic perspective to deafness is viewed as an approach where languages connect people 

and those who have a common language feel that they belong to a same group. This especially 

concerns minority groups. The bond of language is more important for minority group members 

than for the members of the mainstream. Deaf people are a linguistic group just like the Sami or 

Romani language users. Sign language is a connecting factor for the Deaf community.  

 

However, often the first viewpoint on deafness is medical as it is usually the physician who makes 

the diagnosis. From the medical point of view, deafness is considered a non-desired or curable 

state.  

  

Emergence of Facilities for Deaf People 

 

One of the most important steps towards the equality of Deaf people in Finnish society was the 

establishment of interpretation services in the 1980s. According to the current (1987) decree, 

people with hearing, sight and speech disabilities may receive sign language, speech or written 

interpretation for the purposes of work, study, errands, the taking part in society, recreation or for 

any other reasons. Interpretation services entitlement provides 180 hours a year of interpretation 

(360 hours for people with severe hearing and sight disabilities). For study purposes as much 

interpretation services are granted as are needed to manage studies. 

There are 650 trained sign language interpreters in Finland, of whom some 450 are actively 

working. Each year about 60 people in Finland qualify as skilled sign language interpreters from 

two polytechnics. However, there are not enough interpreters for all those in need of interpretation 

services. It is worth mentioning that in the 1980s and 1990s Swedish language interpretation was 

organised for Swedish-speaking Finnish clients. There are about 150 Deaf people in Finland who 

are Finnish-Swedes and who use Finnish-Swedish sign language (which differs from Finnish Sign 

Language). At present the majority of them have to manage with Finnish Sign Language 

interpretation. 

 

The Finnish Association of the Deaf (FAD) was born out of the needs and desires of Deaf people 

and their families to work together for the rights and the welfare of all people in a similar situation. 
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Founded in 1905, FAD has a long tradition of advocating on behalf of Deaf people. During its 

history, it developed into an organisation that works to ensure full human, linguistic, and social 

rights for Deaf people. The Association promotes an environment in which Deaf people can be 

proud of their heritage, language, history and culture. FAD grew from an organisation that had 

only one travelling representative to one that encompasses 43 member clubs and over 100 

employees. The FAD is a central organisation of the regional Deaf organisations (Deaf clubs), which 

have their own administration. Today, the Association offers a wide range of services and has 

become a strong champion of Deaf causes. The member clubs provide Deaf people with 

opportunities to get together and advocate their rights locally. The first club was established in1886 

in Turku.  

 

In operation since 1911, the Service Foundation for the Deaf is a national social sector organisation, 

which produces sign language housing and employment services for Deaf and deaf-blind people. 

The service selection covers Deaf children and their families in needing communication assistance 

and for the care of older deaf and blind people. The foundation is run with support from the 

Finnish Slot Machine Association.  

 

The foundation has service centres throughout Finland located at nine points. The service centres 

offer sign language housing services as well as social and professional rehabilitation for Deaf 

people, deaf-blind and hearing impaired elderly people, and for example, for Deaf people with 

multiple disabilities and mental health problems. Deaf people with multiple disabilities can find out 

at sign language using work centres about suitable areas of work and apprenticeship contracts. The 

Service Foundation’s other forms of activity include the Home Track, which provides home nursing 

in sign language and home services. The Deaf Help Line offers Deaf people, deaf-blind, deafened, 

hard-of-hearing and people with speech disabilities and their families the opportunity to discuss by 

text phone, SMS and email in confidence about personal crises and difficulties. 

 

The Service Foundation’s Junior Programme is a nationwide support service for families of deaf and 

hearing impaired children, which offers long-term (about six years) training in sign language and 

sign language culture. The programme’s instructors are teachers whose own language is sign 

language. The aim is to ensure that Deaf children receive support through the programme for the 

development of their identity, while parents and other family members are provided the possibility 

to give peer support and to network with other people in similar stages of life. 

 

Finnish Association of Parents of the Deaf and Hard of Hearing Children (The KLVL) is a national 

organisation founded in 1963. The Association provides its members and all those who are 

interested with diversified and up to date information on the subject. It organises family courses 

and such things as summer camps for children. Parents are able to support each other by sharing 

experiences. The Association serves the whole family. 
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The sphere of activities of the Bovallius Foundation is to support deaf and hard-of-hearing people 

to organise their lives for living on one’s own initiative regardless of their social and economical 

situation.  

 

The Finnish Athletic Association of the Deaf is the oldest sports association for people with 

disabilities. It was founded in 1920. Its main office is situated, together with that of the Finnish 

Association of the Deaf, in Helsinki. It also has a smaller office in Turku. It regularly takes part in 

many competitions and games worldwide. It is a member of the CISS (Comité International des 

Sports des Sourds, i.e. International Committee of Sports for the Deaf), which has been approved 

by the International Olympic Committee. CISS has been granted to use the Olympic term 

“Deaflympic Games”. The Finnish Athletics Association of the Deaf encourages Deaf and hard-of-

hearing people to do sport. 

 

The Finnish Slot Machine Association (RAY) is a unique innovation to provide funding for 

associations of people with disabilities. It is a widely known organisation with an exclusive right to 

function as a gaming operator. RAY’s gaming revenue is utilized efficiently and reliably to support 

activities and projects undertaken by Finnish organisations in the health and social welfare fields. 

More than 1,000 organisations receive funding from RAY each year. It is the FAD’s most important 

source of funding. RAY operates slot machines and casino table games both in its own locations 

and in liaison with partner businesses. RAY also operates an international casino, Casino RAY, in 

Helsinki.  

 

The first Deaf club was established to Turku in 1886. It was the start for the active club work 

countrywide, and soon clubs were established all around the country. Nowadays the Finnish 

Association of the Deaf has 43 member clubs all over Finland, the most northern one located in 

Rovaniemi, Lapland. The biggest Deaf clubs are in Helsinki , Tampere, Espoo, Vantaa, Jyväskylä, 

Oulu and Turku because these areas are densely populated and the public transportation and other 

services are good. The total number of Deaf club members was 3,946 at the end of 2005. The 

statistics are not fully reliable as some people may be members in several Deaf clubs. 

 

 

Statistics and trends 

 

Self-reported information on the mother language of Finnish citizens, which of course is most 

usually from Finnish or Swedish, is stored on the Population Information System maintained by the 

Population Register Centre. If neither these languages is a person’s mother tongue, s/he can notify 

the language of use. It is the case in Finland that not all languages, such as Romani and sign 

language, are recorded by the Population Register Centre as mother tongues. As a result, there is 

no precise information about the composition of these language groups. When children are born, 

parents notify the Population Information System of their mother tongue. An individual’s mother 

tongue is thus defined in this way. According to law, a person may only enter one language as 



  
 

 36 

being their own, which is why bi-lingual people, for instance using Finnish and Finnish sign 

language, are not shown in official statistics. 

 

In the mid-19th century soon after the founding of the first sign language using school for the 

Deaf, the number of Deaf people in the country was put at 1,500, which was about a thousandth 

of the then population of 1.6 million. At the beginning of the 1900s, and up until the Second 

World War, official statistics continued to put the proportion of Deaf people in the area of about a 

thousandth (Nygård 2002, Rainò 2004). It is still based on this that the Association of the Deaf 

estimates that of a total population of 5 million there are about 5,000 Deaf people whose first or 

mother language is sign language (of them some 150 belong to the Finnish-Swedish sign language 

group). This is also the demographic mean that is the basis for international studies. About 5-10% 

of Deaf people also have a Deaf family background (Jokinen 2002). In addition, it is estimated that 

there are about 3,000 deafened people in Finland of whom a proportion use Finnish sign language 

in communication. 

 

If we take into account the children of Deaf parents and the relatives of Deaf children, as well as 

others who use sign language as a second language, we can estimate that there are about 14,000 

people in the sign language user group. This being so, the sign language using group is as 

prominent as the third largest language group, Russian speakers (Savolainen & Rainò 1999, 

Government Report on the Implementation of Language Legislation 2006). 

 

Each year, between 50-60 Deaf children are born in Finland (cf. Takala 2002), of whom about 80% 

have cochlear implants. Until the mid-20th century Finnish sign language was just one of the forms 

of language used by Deaf children (together with Finnish and Swedish), but after a decade, with 

the benefit of cochlear implants, the position of sign language noticeably changed as the leading 

language of communication in the family and settings of Deaf children. Some children with 

cochlear implants use sign language, but there is as yet no extensive research on how the implants 

have affected the language choices of children’s families.  

 

 

Finnish Sign Language and Communication with Deaf People 

 

The concept of “Deaf culture” is ambiguous and has meant different things at different times. The 

concept has been used in its modern meaning from the end of the 1970s, when it emerged as part 

of the academic discourse of the time concerning deafness. American researcher Carol Padden 

introduced the term in 1980. She said that people who embrace Deaf culture behave as Deaf 

people do, use the language of the Deaf community and share the common values and beliefs that 

concern both those inside and outside of their community. 

 

Markku Jokinen, the Executive Manager of the FAD and President of the World Federation of the 

Deaf, describes Deaf culture as  
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“a process by which values, beliefs, manners and behaviours present in Deaf 

culture are transferred from one generation to the next, and also a special 

symbolic system, which guides behaviours and both explains and limits the 

objects and issues manifest in the surrounding reality”. 

 

Deaf culture can also be defined as a community’s entire way of life, which is based on reliance on 

sight and on a common language.  

 

As was stated earlier, the Finnish Sign Language community was established in the mid-19th 

century, when Carl Oscar Malm (1826-1863) who had gone to school in Sweden for eleven years 

and was Deaf himself, returned to Finland and founded and worked in Finland's first schools for 

the Deaf. Malm brought with him from Sweden the Swedish Sign Language, which was gradually 

adopted by his hearing and Deaf colleagues and his Deaf pupils, of whom some became Malm’s 

colleagues, followers and teachers in schools for the Deaf. Such teachers, who in those days rarely 

received speech training, used either sign language of written Finnish or Swedish in everyday life 

and work. The 19th century student registers announce numerous marriages, and though in most 

families the children were hearing, there is the example from written memoirs where it appears 

that sign language was the language used on the side of the family and the drawing room, while 

Finnish was just used among the servants. 

 

When the language of instruction in schools changed in the 20th century, with the arrival of 

oralism, and setting down language to become spoken (see section 1.3), signing became used only 

among Deaf pupils and often a secret language. Despite this, or because of it, the language 

developed so that the language forms used in different schools for the Deaf had subtle regional 

differences. Although due to lack of resources there is no actual research on this, within the Deaf 

community there was, at least during the time of boarding schools, recognizable northern (the 

schools of Oulu and the Province of Lapland) and eastern Finnish varieties of signing, which were 

noticeable distinct from the southern and south-western Finnish varieties. Even though the Finnish 

sign language has regional dialects and there are differences in the signing between, for instance, 

different age groups, those who use sign language as their mother tongue can understand each 

other very well.  

With the end of the Porvoo school in the 1990s, the Deaf pupils of Swedish language background 

use sign language instead, which can, however, be considered a separate language. In daily 

communication Deaf Finnish-Swedes rarely use their own language because, as representatives of a 

small minority (about 150 people throughout the country), they have to change their way of 

signing considerably when communicating with a person using the main variant of the Finnish sign 

language. 

 

Nowadays people using sign language are treated by society primarily as a linguistic and cultural 

group. Finland was the third country in the world, where the national sign language was 
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recognised at a constitutional level (v. 1995). The political and societal activities of the Finnish 

Association of the Deaf in addition to the academic research carried out by the Research Institute 

for the Languages of Finland and at the universities of Helsinki, Turku and Jyväskylä have had an 

important influence in stabilising the societal position of Finnish Sign Language. General interest in 

sign language has undoubtedly increased since 1994 when the Finnish Broadcasting Company’s TV 

channel started to produce daily news bulletins in sign language. These attract about 110,000 

viewers each day. 

 

For many Finns, estimated to be about 10,000, sign language is nowadays the second most used 

language in addition to Finnish and Swedish. Sign language interpreters, people working in the 

Deaf sector, priests of the Deaf, teachers of the Deaf, hearing parents, family members, possibly 

grandparents and other relations, friends and adult Deaf colleagues use sign language almost daily. 

Many of them use different variations of sign language, in which there is much borrowing and 

grammatical structures from Finnish language. This is natural, if it does not control sign language 

very much. These variations are called by the general name ‘signed Finnish’, which can be signing 

or contain both sign language and Finnish language. 

 

At first the sign languages of the Deaf communities were created and developed within schools, 

families and Deaf clubs, and the students then further passed on the languages. Malm, the father 

of the Finnish Sign Language, received his education in Sweden and started teaching in Porvoo in 

1846. The fact that the first Deaf school was created by a Deaf person was the impetus for the 

creation of Finnish Sign Language which was developed from Swedish sign language. 

 

Lately, the research of Finnish Sign Language has increased greatly. The Research Institute of the 

Languages in Finland studies and develops sign language. At the University of Jyväskylä it is possible 

to study Finnish Sign Language as a main subject in the Faculty of Humanities and the University 

has a special class teacher-training department in sign language. Most of the students are Deaf.  

 

The Finnish Broadcasting Company Ltd. broadcasts daily news lasting 5 minutes on important 

matters in sign language. Sign language users have more facilities than ever before. This is an 

achievement of the long-standing work of the Finnish Deaf community, its organisations and 

affiliates and supporters’ clubs, now members of the Finnish Association of the Deaf.  

 

The cornerstone of the status of Finnish Sign Language was laid in 1995, when the section 

regarding language rights of the renewed provisions of the fundamental law of the Finnish 

Constitution gave the protection of the law for those using sign language. 

 

Recognising the status of sign language in the Constitution was a big step towards achieving 

linguistic equality, and it had a significance of principle for the sign language using community. 

People using sign language were conceived now for the first time as a linguistic and cultural group. 
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An international comparison shows that Finland was the third country in the world, where the 

national sign language was recognised on a constitutional level.  

 

The amended Constitution obliges the public authorities to take active measures to ensure that sign 

language users have the opportunity to use their own language and to develop their own culture. 

This entails first and foremost enacting laws, and some steps forward have already been taken in 

that respect since 1995. In these new legal provisions, an analogy has usually been drawn between 

sign language and the two minority languages spoken in Finland, the Sami and the Romani 

languages. 

 

 

Signed speech uses the signs of sign language as a support to lip-reading. The signs are produced 

according to the order of the speech. This form of language is used by many adults who have lost 

their hearing. 

 

Supporting signs are used with hard-of-hearing people and with people who suffer from, for 

example, dysphasia, autism or have had cerebral haemorrhage-induced speaking problems.  

Supporting signs are used to back up speech or when fumbling for speech aloud. In supporting 

signs the central words, the so-called key words of the message, are signed. The signs are 

borrowed from the sign language but the constructions and rules of the sign language are left out.  

 

Cued speech is developed especially for children with cochlear implants and their parents. This 

method was invented by R. Orin Cornett already in 1967 for making speech clearer with signs and 

lip-reading.  

 

 

Education for Deaf People 

 

In Finland the public discussion on values and policies concerning people with disabilities and the 

special needs education has influenced the national reform of civil rights.  The Comprehensive 

Instruction Law (1999) suggests that everyone has to receive education in accordance with his/her 

age, potential and special educational needs. Everyone has a right to a high-quality education. Each 

municipality has to provide comprehensive school teaching for all pupils of compulsory school age 

within its territory. The reforms of school administration in the 1990s have decreased the number 

of special schools whereas special classes have been founded in mainstream schools. The state has 

eight special schools providing comprehensive school education primarily for pupils with hearing or 

visual impairments or with physical or other impairments.  

 

The first alternative for providing special needs education is to include pupils with special 

educational needs in mainstream classes and provide special needs education in small groups. Only 

when this is not feasible is the second alternative considered: the provision of special needs 
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education in a special group, class or school. Special educational needs are divided into nine basic 

categories, of which one is pupils with impaired hearing. The number of separate special needs 

education classes has increased as a result of groups from closed special schools being incorporated 

into mainstream comprehensive schools.  

 

Class teacher education for sign language using students in their mother tongue was started in 

1998 at the University of Jyväskylä. The programme is carried out at the Department of Teacher 

Education of the Faculty of Education and is a project funded by the Ministry of Education of 

Finland. At present (2006) three groups every three years have started the programme. The aim of 

the programme is to guarantee the constitutional right of sign language using children to receive 

elementary school education in their native language under the guidance of sign language using 

class teachers.  

 

It has been possible to study Finnish sign language as a major subject at the Department of 

Languages at the University of Jyväskylä since 2005, and to take Master’s degree in it. At the 

moment (2006) there are 15 native sign language using students, not all of whom are Deaf.  

 

The FAD Sign Language Unit promotes the status of Finnish sign language and conducts research 

on sign language. In 1998 it published The Basic Dictionary of Finnish Sign Language. Based on 

that, a unique online web dictionary, SUVI, was published in 2002 (suvi.viittomat.net). SUVI is 

unique both in the scope of its vast video material and the diversity of its searches. In 2004 the 

dictionary was also made accessible via mobile phone, smart phone, pocket PC, and Nokia 

Communicator. Other important activities include developing interpreter services in sign language 

and producing material for teaching sign language. 

 

The Education Unit promotes deaf education with the goal of providing Finnish sign language 

throughout the educational process. Its most recent projects include a virtual school in Finnish sign 

language and a centre for vocational orientation. Along with the international partners, FAD has 

developed language teaching in vocational education of the Deaf by utilising information and 

communication technology. 

 

FAD also runs the Finnish Folk High School for the Deaf, which offers programmes and courses for 

Finnish sign language-using students. Its curriculum is organized in cooperation with universities 

and polytechnics. Finnish sign language courses for the hearing conducted in Finnish sign language 

constitute an important service aimed at the general public. 

 

VIIVI is a portal for teaching in sign language with information and links relating to teaching of the 

Deaf/hard of hearing. The portal has a user interface in sign language and includes all Finnish 

teaching material in sign language. The portal www.viivi.fi is available for all users.    
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Teaching materials on the internet can be found for history (all courses for the secondary school) 

and for Finnish language. There are several CD ROMS and books for teaching the Deaf, for 

example Mathematics (Matikka-laiva = Math Ship) and English (Talking Hands – English for Deaf 

Learners, together with Italians as a part of the Sokrates-project). Several schools for the Deaf and 

hard-of-hearing have their own teaching materials. 

 

DEAFVOC (2003-2006) is a Leonardo da Vinci project, involving the Finnish Association of the Deaf 

as coordinator and the Czech Republic, Austria and Greece as partners. The DEAFVOC project 

includes Sign Languages and European Written Languages in Virtual Vocational Education for the 

Deaf. The target groups of the project are teachers and Deaf students in basic, further and post-

experience vocational education as well as authorities responsible for curricula and the Deaf 

organisations advocating Deaf issues in Europe.  

 

Deaf and hard-of-hearing students can choose to study at a mainstream vocational institution or at 

a special vocational institution. In mainstream training, the Deaf people mostly have a sign 

language interpreter. 

 

www.virtuopo.net is a virtual portal for careers advice for Deaf people. It offers information in 

Finnish sign language, Finnish and plain language.  

 

The Hely-project  (Hely-projekti) 2001-2006 produces teaching material of the Finnish Sign 

Language for adult students. The first two parts of the four-part set of text books  (Viittomakieli 1–

2)  have now been completed. The texts and video clips are also on our web page www.kl-deaf.fi  

(in English under the link English version).     

 

 

Education for family and friends of those who are Deaf  

 

The Service Foundation for the Deaf’s Junior programme offers instruction in Finnish sign language 

and Deaf culture to all people who are Deaf, hard-of-hearing, children using cochlear implants and 

traditional hearing aids and those people working with them. The courses are arranged over a 

period of four years (basic programme), and include an intensive course of one week’s duration 

and four weekend courses a year. The two-year follow-up programme includes a course of one 

week’s duration and two weekend courses a year. Different sign language courses are also offered 

following the programme. 

 

Beginners’ and continuation sign language courses are offered nationwide to other people 

interested in sign language. The courses are mainly arranged in the evenings at many adult 

education classes given each year at workers’ institutes and open colleges. The length of the annual 

courses is 40–50 study periods. In addition, it is possible to study about a 100 hours of sign 

language a year at the Folk High School for the Deaf, in Helsinki. The Finnish Association of the 
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Deaf five-year Hely project (2001–2006) between 2004–2006 prepared a four-part course material 

for adult learning (Sign language 1–4). 

 

There is a wide range of Finnish sign language illustrated dictionaries available on the internet, 

which are realised by the dictionary project of the Finnish Association of the Deaf and the Research 

Institute for the Languages of Finland (see http://suvi.viittomat.net).       

 

People interested in sign language from around the country can do Finnish sign language academic 

studies of 30 study points through adult learning provided at folk high schools via the nationwide 

network of the Open University of Jyväskylä. 

 

Increasing the knowledge of deafness is also a good means to increase cooperation. The FAD 

Culture Unit arranges cultural events, competitions, and training programmes. FAD also seeks ways 

to make cultural services for the hearing available to sign language-using Deaf people on an equal 

standing. Theatre Totti gives performances in Finnish sign language. It actively seeks to be able to 

become a professional theatre. In 2006 Theatre Totti gained the status of a professional theatre 

due to support granted by the Ministry of Education. The theatre includes hearing actors as a 

bridge between hearing and Deaf people. 

  

FAD’s library and information service provides literature, reports, publications, and video 

programmes regarding Deaf people and deafness. 

 

The collection of the Finnish Museum of the Deaf includes objects, photographs, documents and 

books. Subjects covered by the collection are the teaching of the Deaf, the phases of the 

development of the Association of the Deaf in Finland and other societies of the Deaf, individual 

distinguished Deaf persons, sign language and the life-style of Deaf people. The collection 

comprises over 1,500 items, more than five thousand photographs, and a collection of old books, 

documents and works of art.  

 

 

Other Methods of Communication within the Deaf Society 

 

Written interpretation is produced using a computer that either has a regular word processing 

programme or a programme made for written interpretation. If the client has at most the two, s/he 

reads the texts on the screen of a laptop. When several people are to follow the interpretation, the 

computer is connected to either a television or video/data projector, so the interpretation is widely 

visible. In written interpretation, the interpreted listens to the speech, writes down punctuation, 

uses word shortenings as summarises texts, so that everything said can be interpreted. At the start 

of a spoken intervention, the speaker’s name is written followed by a colon, so that those following 

the interpreter know who is speaking and when the speaker changes. There are in addition several 

graphic signs used to depict the speakers’ tone of voice. 
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The largest user group of written interpretation are deafened and hard-of-hearing. Deaf-blind and 

sign language users also use written interpretation to some extent. Written interpretation is most 

used in schools and training but also in transactions, celebrations, church events and studying. 

From the start of 2007 written interpretation training will be under the same educational 

establishments that train sign language interpreters.   

 

 

Multimedia and Information Technology in Deaf Society 

 

The vision of the FAD for the year 2015 sees Deaf sign language users equal with other citizens in 

all fields of life. Equal interaction possibilities and access to services in sign language is the ideal 

situation but not the reality in everyday life. In 2004, the FAD published the Digistrategy of the 

Finnish Association of the Deaf. The aim of the digital strategy and its actions is to work towards 

FAD’s vision. FAD has also adopted the Design for All principle, which promotes solutions that are 

from the perspective of a minority group and also suitable for everyone. FAD presents the 

viewpoint of the linguistic minority group for whom the services need visuality and sign language. 

 

The fundamental idea behind the digital strategy is the realization of equality. A number of Deaf 

people are skilled users of information and communication technology (ICT) but another group is 

excluded from the information society. The objective of the strategy is for all Deaf to have at their 

disposal service the opportunities and skills to use ICT equipment. A community network will be set 

up to cover the whole community of sign language users, the Deaf clubs and the individual 

members. They will also be trained to use ICT equipment. In the future, a sign language portal will 

be used to find information and services of society and the partners of FAD. Visual mobile 

communication offers Deaf sign language users access to the telephone as an interactive and 

everyday communication media. The aim is for the Deaf to be able to use their own language easily 

on the phone they carry with them. 

 

These new possibilities have increased the value of FAD amongst information technology 

developers because the Deaf people know precisely what is needed from services and products. For 

instance, a group of FAD members took part in testing 3G videophone for possible future 

commercial purpose. 

 

One objective for the digistrategy is to have wide, barrier-free and high-level content production in 

sign language. The FAD video programme production in sign language has been professional since 

1984. The public services principle of Finnish Broadcasting Corporation has so far mainly brought 

the daily news in sign language to national television. Through its advocacy work, FAD hopes to 

influence the channels of digital television and the equipment producers to serve sign language 

users. 
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Prosign is specialised to produce video programmes, television programmes and multimedia in sign 

language. It is a company of the Finnish Association of the Deaf. Its programmes concentrate on 

current affairs, children, education and documentaries on a variety of topics.     

 

 

Integrating Deaf Culture into the Labour Force 

 

Finland has approximately 5 million inhabitants of which 700,000 are hearing impaired. 8,000 of 

these people are Deaf, 5,000 of them sign language users. The number of Deaf immigrants is 

growing, at 150. The bigger cities, such as Helsinki, Turku and Tampere have bigger Deaf 

communities than the small towns. 

 

Every fourth Deaf person is unemployed in Finland. At present (2006) reports of the FAD show that 

345 Deaf persons were unemployed, laid off or in job training. The average unemployment rate 

among the Deaf in June 2005 was 21.7% whereas it was 10.7 % in the major population. 35% of 

the Deaf are retired or of pension age. However, there are no exact statistics available. 

 

The following statistics show the number of retired Deaf in different age groups: 

 

Age group Retirement 
% of the 

Deaf 

% of the 
total 

population 
- 25 2.8 1.2 

26-35 7.8 0.9 
36-45 14.7 2.2 
46-55 17.6 6.5 
56-65 38.9 24.9 

 
 

There are no accurate statistics on the professions held by the Finnish Deaf people at the beginning 

of the 20th century, though Deaf people have been able to support themselves and their families 

for generations. However, Deaf people were classified as disabled by the employment authorities. 

They worked in the factories, as craftsmen, and in agriculture, just like many other Finns at that 

time. Working as a craftsman was more common within the Deaf community than within the 

major population, which was also due to the high unemployment rates during the depression.  

 

Information about good workplaces spread via the Deaf clubs, and a Deaf person who was a good 

worker would thus prompt the management to employ other Deaf workers in the same place. The 

Deaf community invested in creating jobs for its members. The Deaf community founded the 

Surdus printing house (1929) and the Support Association of the Deaf founded the company 

Paperisampo Oy in the 1960s, the name of which was changed later to Sampola Work Centre. The 

economic recession of the 1990’s launched new means to employ Deaf people, for example, FAD 

established a workers cooperation OSKU for Deaf people.  
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The development of further education for the Deaf had to fight against prejudice and ignorance as 

the authorities suggested that Deaf people were suitable only for certain professions. However, 

many steps towards a brighter future have been taken in employment. 

 

Today’s statistics show that Deaf people are employed in many branches and are qualified for a 

wide variety of professions. The following list is not complete but gives the reader a good survey of 

the professions of Deaf people in Finland. The list gives information provided by rehabilitation 

secretaries and ombudsmen.  

 

 

Profession / duty  By rehabilitation 
secretaries 

Ombudsmen 

Executives    10 13 
Specialists in different fields 42 65 
Specialists (for example teachers) 57 104 
Office and service staff 63 64 
Service, sales and nursing staff 53 77 
Farmers and forestry workers 31 16 
Building, maintenance and 
manufacturing workers 

306  
Process- and transport workers 135 335 
Other staff 157 116 

 

 

The occupational classification showed (in 1996) that the most general branches employing Deaf 

people are industry and construction work. In the service sector, Deaf people are placed in 

assignments that are assistive and require less education.  

 

The surveys on the employment of Deaf people suggest that one reason for a Deaf person’s 

unemployment is the lack of vocational basic education which leads to insufficient professional 

skills. Furthermore, work experience is not wide or long enough for competition for workplaces 

especially in the fields, which in the modern society offer the biggest employment opportunities.  

 

However, the biggest obstacle for the employment of sign language users has been the lack of 

information on employment services for Deaf people. Also, the skills for job hunting are often 

inadequate. The public employment services do not possess enough know-how to advise Deaf 

customers in the employment offices. The common lack of knowledge of deafness and the 

prejudices against the Deaf people have caused discrimination against them. Employers are often 

unsure on how to communicate with Deaf persons at work.    

 

The use and knowledge of sign language has been a key regarding the position of Deaf people at 

work. The interpretation services enable the equal communication of Deaf people for example in 

meetings and training at work. The FAD has been furthering the possibility of interpretation 

services at work. The position of Deaf people has been improved by new fields of study. Also, the 

better opportunities for further education produced by the better position of sign language have 

brought Deaf people new employment alternatives. Good interpretation services are key for the 
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education of Deaf people. The improvement of the skills for starting the entrepreneurship has 

offered new ways of employment. More and more Deaf sign language users have found 

employment in the fields of information, education and service as well as in the fields of creative 

arts.  

 

The rate of unemployment of Deaf people in Finland is considerably higher than the national 

average. FAD tries to open channels for employment. Key factors are education and preparation for 

the workplace. The FAD multi-professional regional teams of rehabilitation counsellors, 

employment counsellors and organisation counsellors support the employment of Deaf people. The 

network of Finnish sign language-using employment counsellors constitutes the core of the FAD 

employment operations. They operate as a link between job seekers and employers or local 

authority, also actively looking for new contacts and organizing courses for those in search of work. 

Today, social and employment services are offered in Finnish sign language by the FAD, and its 

employment services operate on a peers-serve-peers basis. 

 

Since the recession of the 1990s the employment growth of Deaf people has not improved at the 

same pace as that of the rest of the population. According to surveys, Deaf people are still on the 

margins. The change in the labour market means the change in the character of work and it has 

increased unemployment in many sectors and caused problems in safety and in controlling one’s 

life for Deaf people. Structural changes to working life and society in Finland have increased 

unemployment among the Deaf people. The FAD has responded to this by seeking to promote 

ways to improve the position of Deaf people in the labour market. 

 

In 1995 the FAD carried out a broad employment programme under the EU Horizon project, which 

created important best practices for the development of employment among Deaf people. 

According to the division of the project’s operational model, these comprised training preparation 

(employment agent training, job application clubs, social activities for the unemployed), job 

creation (the work cooperative Osku, enterprises of the Deaf) and information (reports, learning 

material). 

 

There are several ways of employing oneself as a Deaf person. Direct employment is naturally the 

best solution. Subsidized employment, where the state partly finances the costs of the employer, is 

a widely used route to employment of Deaf people. Furthermore, new professions especially in 

information technology create new jobs for Deaf people.  Self-employment can be a good practice 

for a Deaf person.  

 

 

UNITED KINGDOM 
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Introduction 

 

The society of people living in the UK comprises of a number of communities based on localities 

(geographical), gender (male and female), race (for example, Black, Asian, European, American), 

sexual orientation (straight, gay and lesbian) as well as other minorities groups such as the Deaf 

Community. The attempt to define, adequately, what the Deaf Community consists of have been 

proven rather difficult. This has been approached by ‘outsiders’, by members of the Deaf 

community themselves and by academics. However, it is apparent that people who belong to this 

community share the same language (Sign Language), have a certain sense of identity and value a 

common culture. Many of the members of such community are ‘Deaf’ people.  

 

 

Historical Information on Deaf Society and Culture in the United Kingdom 

 

There have been attempts to solve “Deafness’ and the problems it caused since speaking became 

the normal mode of human communication. Its modern history goes back in England to the 16th 

century when initially there was a dichotomy between the attempts to teach Deaf people to speak 

intelligibly and understand by lip-reading, and the development among Deaf people of increasingly 

sophisticated communication by signs. (The development of sign language occurred in most if not 

all societies in many nations, as many sign languages have developed more or less independently of 

each other.) 

 

There is evidence of a near-developed sign language used by Deaf people in England in the 17th 

century, for example in references in the diaries of Samuel Pepys. It is also in that century when 

attempts at Deaf education began. Sign language continued to be used and developed within the 

Deaf communities but the beginnings of Deaf schooling occurred when Thomas Braidwood 

opened his school in Edinburgh in 1760. In the Braidwood method the attention was on the oral 

rehabilitation, teaching deaf children to speak. 

 

In the 18th century American educators were beginning to interest themselves in the subject but it 

was not until 1816 that Thomas Gallaudet came to England, failed to gain the help of English deaf 

educators but latched onto the French system. 

 

In the 19th century there was an increase in 'sign oriented' Deaf schools, Deaf clubs and other Deaf 

organisations but this trend was reversed in 1880 by the acceptance, at the Second International 

Congress on Education for the Deaf in Milan, of the doctrine of Oralism. According to this doctrine 

the use of signing was an impediment to the integration of ‘deaf-mutes’ in society and the 

eventual eradication of the “handicap” of Deafness. The British Deaf and Dumb Association 

(BDDA) formed in 1890, was established to counteract this imposition and protect sign language 
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users by offering social, welfare and educational opportunities.  According to most analysts of Deaf 

history the Milan Congress marked the beginning of a long period of deaf education which was 

hearing-led, promoted the use of speech, lip-reading and hearing aids and downgraded or 

sidelined Deaf Professionals and the use of signing. 

  

Despite the century long ascendancy, from 1880, of oralism as the main principle of Deaf 

education; Deaf Clubs, where communication was (and is) by signing, continued to flourish and 

children in Deaf Schools exulted in the use of sign language amongst themselves. The British Deaf 

Association (BDA), formed in 1961 as the successor to the BDDA (see above), was more progressive 

and had the advantage of being a democratic organisation with local branches and regional 

councils – this has made it possible for the opinions of deaf people to have a direct impact on this 

policy. In the 1970s came another turning point with the formation of the much more radical 

National Union of the Deaf, formed in 1976 and continuing in existence for 12 years. What has 

been called “the Deaf Liberation struggle” had begun in 1979 Reuben Conrad conducted the first 

comprehensive survey of deaf school leavers and revealed that their speech was unintelligible, their 

lipreading was no better than that of an untrained hearing child and their reading age was around 

eight years – clearly oralism was not the complete answer. (The UK was not advantageous to other 

countries in its thinking about Deafness. Sweden recognised its sign language as a true language in 

1983, a change that would only take place in the UK twenty years later.) 

 

More recently there have been more organisations established for political purposes like for 

example the Federation of Deaf People (FDP). 

 

 

Hearing Society and Deaf people 

 

There is a long history of misunderstanding and failure by hearing society to take into account 

when considering the opinions of the Deaf Community. Like other movements - Black 

Consciousness, Gays and Lesbians, Feminists, Language minorities - the Deaf Community has had 

to struggle to make its voice heard – or its “signs” understood. 

 

There is direct evidence from Deaf community members who have felt that Deaf people have been 

considered stupid and the subject of mockery because of their unintelligible voices. Very few 

hearing people can comprehend the difficulty of learning how to speak as a deaf person. A young 

deaf adult, John Docker gives his opinions and views on some of the issues he has experienced: 

 

“they (hearing people) don’t think we are normal, but we are VERY 

normal…once they communicate with us via an interpreter they soon realise how 

normal we are. Things are improving, but slowly. There are far more hearing 

people interested in the Deaf and BSL than ever before but there are many 

people who are scared to give it a go and try to communicate with us”. 
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He admits that the failings are not all on one side: 

 

 “there are a lot of Deaf people who have a ‘chip on the shoulder’ towards 

hearing people’ as a consequence of their negative experiences” 

 

As with other minority groups, Deaf people mostly form close friendships with other Deaf people 

and some establish relationships that lead to longer term partnerships. The problems of families 

‘affected’ by deafness are central to the bigger picture. Culturally these are seen as the core groups 

of the Deaf Community but society see them as “carriers” of a disability. However, only ten per 

cent of the children of deaf parents are themselves deaf, contrary to the old myth of perpetuation 

of deafness which once made it very difficult for Deaf people to marry according to Alexander 

Graham Bell in 1884. 

 

Society’s treatment of Deaf people at the beginning of the 21st century is scattered and not 

uniform. Understanding for their plight is gradually increasing, welfare provision is better, anti-

discrimination legislation is in place, research is increasing, technology has improved and new 

media (for example sms using mobile phones) are user friendly. On the other hand many problems 

of communication remain. For example, a Deaf couple would have to hire an interpreter to receive 

advice from a solicitor, or a plumber, or an estate agent. Few provisions are in place for telephone 

banking. There are problems in education and in employment. While many perception in society 

are gradually changing, many Deaf people still feel and see themselves as an oppressed minority, 

colonised and a neglected community. 

  

 

Emergence of Facilities for the Deaf 

 

Deaf Clubs have been a vital part of Deaf community life since the middle of the 19th century and 

today in the UK there still are around 200 venues. Often, if managed by Deaf people themselves, 

they operate by using sign language and this enables the transmission of news, discussion, and the 

presentation of new schemes. As the general society has become friendlier towards Deaf people, 

“Deaf pub nights” have become more of a feature. Deaf people know the pubs’ location and on 

which nights they are held.  

 

Anyone who has witnessed an animated group of Deaf people in a pub will realise how vibrant and 

satisfying these meetings are. 

 

‘Once the Deaf people come to the pubs to meet other Deaf people, they realise 

that that is their world because we all have the same issues.’ 
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There are also many charitable and welfare organisations in the UK belonging to both the 

Voluntary and the Public Sector. Many local authorities are likely to have a specialised Deaf unit 

within its social services department. Regional and national organisations proliferate and can 

usually be visited through their websites. 

  

The Royal National Institute for Deaf people (RNID) is the biggest charity on deaf related matters, in 

the UK. RNID began its existence in 1911 and aims inter alia to be “a catalyst for social, medical 

and technical research to improve the lives of people with a hearing loss and those with tinnitus”.  

 

SENSE is the second largest charity and focuses itself principally with Deafblind people. It celebrated 

its 50th anniversary in September 2005 and its website makes the point that deafblind people may 

still face a ‘postcode lottery’ even five years after the government issued its ‘statutory guidance’ – 

where it is stated that there is a wide variation in the services that local authorities are obliged to 

provide to Deafblind people.  

 

The Birmingham Institute for the Deaf (BID) is the largest regional organisation for Deaf people, 

which is closely followed by the Royal Association of Deaf people (RAD) which focuses on the 

London and South East region. 

 

The UK Council on Deafness is an umbrella organisation that works with, and for, deaf 

organisations in the UK and currently has 88 members in both the voluntary and public sector.  

 

The first pressure group or lobbying organisation is the British Deaf Association 

(www.signcommunity.org.uk) which is the largest Deaf organisation in the UK that is run by Deaf 

people, representing Deaf people and the community of Sign Language users. The Association is 

campaigning for the right for all deaf children to receive bilingual education using British Sign 

Language and English’. More recently the Federation of Deaf People was launched (in 1998) “due 

to the demand from deaf people who felt that they were not given the chance to decide their own 

futures”. 

 

 

Statistics and Trends 

 

There are 9 million people in the UK with some degree of deafness from mild to profound, one in 

seven members of the population, with a rising incidence in people over 60 years of age.  

 

In the UK every year about 840 babies are born deaf. About 1 in every 1000 people has severe or 

profound deafness from birth. The Royal National Institute for the Deaf (RNID) estimates for the UK 

that it has 50,000 to 70,000 Deaf people who are Sign Language Users. However, the number of 

severely or profoundly deaf people, is several times greater than this. It is estimated that there are 



  
 

 51 

over 688,000 adults who are severe and profoundly deaf in the UK. In addition it has been 

estimated that some 130,000 hearing people use BSL. 

 

The public education systems in the different regions of the UK have particular interest in 

estimating the number of deaf children and young people with severe to profound hearing loss. A 

total of approximately 35,000 under the age of twenty-five years were estimated in 2000.  

 

Historically data referring to the Deaf community has been relatively poor in national statistics 

reporting. It has just recently been agreed to include a question about deafness and Sign Language 

Usage in the National Census in 2011. The geographical distribution of deaf/Deaf people and Sign 

Language users is currently not accurately reported. 

 

There is a higher concentration of Deaf people in the major cities in the UK and especially 

surrounding the areas where Deaf children attend residential schools. The support for children with 

deafness is responsibility of the educational authorities (Local Education Authorities). Deafness 

among the adult population is of concern to the planners and policy makers in the context of 

employment as well as social care and health authorities.  

 

Over 45,000 people who are severely or profoundly deaf people have other disabilities, in most 

cases a physical disability.  There are some 23,000 deafblind people in the UK. The RNID states that 

from the age of 40 onwards a higher proportion of men than women acquire hearing impairment. 

It is tentatively suggested that this is because more men than women have been exposed to high 

levels of industrial noise. Among people over the age of 80 more women than men are deaf, 

although this is because women greatly outnumber men in this age range. 

 

There is some evidence that some ethnic minority groups may have higher incidence of deafness. 

This may be explained by the fact that some originate from regions, of the world, experiencing high 

levels of poverty and disease (such as rubella/German measles).  

 

 

British Sign Language and Communication with Deaf People 

 

Visual forms of communication have been used by human beings and have been part of their 

heritage for longer, possibly, than the spoken words. Throughout history there have been many 

non-deaf groups of people or communities who have used gestures/signs as a form of 

communication. However, hearing individuals could use both gesture and speech whereas deaf 

people are the only social group with no satisfactory alternative to visual-gestural communication.  

 

The only place where Deaf people were not isolated from their peers was amongst Deaf families 

and there is evidence in the Talmud (4th century AD) that Deaf families already existed and 

functioned within their communities at that time. 
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In the middle ages, people from rural areas moved towards the cities in search of work. It was the 

spread of urbanisation, and the time when deaf people started to meet, forming loose 

communities and establishing new contacts. Only then did they develop an increasingly more 

sophisticated and mutual sign language (Miles 1988). Not much evidence exists of the status of 

sign language and Deaf people in the following centuries, considering that only deaf nobles were 

supported and made an impact in society. Attitudes towards sign language started to change due 

to research in America in the 1950s and 1960s, then in Britain during the 1970s and 1980s. Sign 

languages started to be recognised as full, complex visual languages with structure and grammar 

very different from spoken languages. 

 

The British Deaf Association's Dictionary of British Sign Language was not published until 1992. BSL 

was officially recognised on 18th March 2003 by the British Government (Department of Work and 

Pensions) as ‘a language in its own right’.  

 

There are regional variants of BSL within the UK, similar to dialects as well as ethnic variation, 

within the communities, and also a Gay Sign Variation (GSV) which is comparable to Polari for 

spoken English.  

 

Sign Language has also been borrowed to visually reproduce English and create a number of 

communication methods, mainly used for educational purposes: Sign Supported English (SSE), and 

Sign Exact English (SEE). 

 

The Paget Gorman Sign System was started in the 1930s by Sir Richard Paget who researched and 

designed the system’s signs. When he died, Lady Paget continued the project with Dr Pierre 

Gorman until they piloted their new sign system in 1964 with a group of adult Deaf volunteers 

(signonline 2005). Makaton was created by three people named Margaret, Kathy and Tony, and is 

a collection of lexical items borrowed from British Sign Language (signonline 2005). Cued speech 

was created to represent, visually, the various combinations of sounds phonetically (signonline 

2005). 

 

The Council for the Advancement of Communications with Deaf People (CACDP, see website 

below) is a registered charity and a UK awarding body recognised by the national Qualifications 

and Curriculum Authority (QCA). Under its aegis, Sign Language courses are held in ‘over 700 

colleges and centres around the UK leading to awards in British Sign Language, Irish Sign 

Language, lipreading, lip speaking (reproducing speech in a way to facilitate lip reading), 

communication strategies/tactics and Deaf awareness. CACDP is also the body that holds the 

registers in the UK for BSL/English Interpreters, Lip-speakers, Deafblind Interpreters (manual), 

Speech to Text Reporters, etc. 

For BSL/English Interpreters the registering body is now the Independent Registration Panel (IRP). 

The Association of Sign Language Interpreters in England, Wales and Northern Ireland (ASLI) is a 



  
 

 53 

membership organisation to provide opportunity for BSL/English Interpreters to network and 

continue their professional development. 

The Scottish Association of Sign Language Interpreters (SASLI) holds their own registration and 

assessment system. 

 

 

Education for Deaf People 

 

Since the situation thirty years ago when deaf children in deaf schools learnt under the oralist 

banner they used speaking, lipreading, reading and writing English and largely picked up sign 

language among their Deaf peers. There has been an ongoing cultural change away from the 

heavy emphasis on oralism towards a more enlightened view of signing, however at the same time 

we have moved away from Deaf Schools towards “mainstreaming”. The available figures show 

that in Scotland 96% of deaf children go to ‘mainstream’ schools. In England, there is more detail 

available -  67% of children with mild to profound deafness are taught in mainstream schools, 

13.7% in special units within mainstream schools and 19.1% in schools for deaf children.  

 

There is however still a lively debate about bilingualism, oralism and mainstreaming and arguments 

against mainstreaming suggest that in mainstream schools “Deaf people who hang around with 

hearing people get confused about their identity” which can be understood if there are very few 

Deaf peers, Deaf educators or role models in the school. The voluntary association DELTA formed in 

1980 (Deaf Education through Listening and Talking) is more aggressively anti-signing in education 

and states: 

 

“the education of deaf children has always been the subject of hot debate… 

(and) there remain extreme exponents of the sign language option who insist that 

the use of BSL is the only way for the profoundly deaf to achieve their potential”. 

 

Delta challenges this, stating that the hearing parents of deaf children have rights as well as the 

children, and it recommends that deaf children should first learn English (speaking, listening and 

reading) and later learn sign language to have access to the Deaf community.  It seems that DELTA 

has misinterpreted the ‘promotion of BSL’ which is not accurate in the context of bilingualism, 

where this approach to education engages two languages: BSL and English. 

 

BATOD, the British Association of qualified Teachers of the Deaf, appears to hold a measured 

position. Its summary of the educational situation notes the main elements of the present position 

in the UK where most deaf children attend mainstream schools – some have resource bases (or 

units) lead by qualified teachers of the Deaf. A smaller number is taught in special schools, some of 

which have residential provision. There are also peripatetic or advisory teachers of the Deaf 

employed by local authorities. 
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At present, most local authorities are increasingly familiarising themselves where deafness is 

concerned. The screening of new-born babies to test their hearing has much improved. Children 

with this identification are ‘referred on’ at an early age, and thus ‘enter the system’. The local 

authorities’ policy may teach signing from an early age and they often hold signing classes for 

relatives and friends of Deaf children. In schools with Deaf children, preparatory classes and one-to-

one tutorials are held to enable them to keep up with the curriculum, which is also signed in many 

instances. After school it is not at all unusual for Deaf children to go on to college or to university 

because all of those institutes of further or higher education are obliged by the Disability 

Discrimination Act to provide them with the support that they need, although this support exists in 

different levels of quality.  

 

  

Education for Family and Friends of those who are Deaf  

 

According to The National Deaf Children’s Society, for deaf children acquiring language skills and 

learning to communicate with the hearing world around them can often be an uphill struggle. It 

does not take sides in the oralism versus signing debate but offers expert help with the numerous 

different systems of communication, from structured oral approach by way of bilingualism to BSL, 

and with the use of many technological aids, allowing families a wide range of options for them to 

be able to choose what they deem is most suitable for themselves. 

 

For the small proportion of Deaf parents with deaf children and for the equally smaller proportion 

of hearing children with Deaf parents the family has a good chance of acting as a cohesive unit 

facing the hearing world together. In the former the family ‘naturally’ sign together and in the 

latter the children learn or acquire sign language. However the main problems are centred around 

almost ninety per cent of deaf children who grow up in hearing families with little or no experience 

of deafness. In these families the children will probably learn sign language and their parents 

probably will not. These are the families which require the support, which is fortunately increasingly 

available, to make choices among the systems, experts, schools, charities and other organisations. 

 

 

Multimedia and Information Technology in Deaf Society 

 

Television has greatly affected the lives of deaf people since about 1980 and programmes for deaf 

people have been much supported by all the Deaf associations. A particular early significance were 

TV programmes such as Signs of Life (1979), See Hear (1981) and a televised BSL series British Sign 

Language in the 1980s. Such programmes demonstrated the marketability of media products and 

opened the door to an array of subtitled videos and DVDs, as well as signed/interpreted television 

programmes and theatre performances – covering both the educational and the cultural spheres. 
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Computers and Information Communication Technology have had a great affect on the lives of 

deaf people to whom email, webcams, ‘chat rooms’, as well as sending an SMS from mobile 

phones and relay systems like ‘typetalk’, and videophone (using broadband and television 

sets/computers) have become day-to-day essential tools. Computers have also greatly assisted 

particularly deaf people’s learning, being not wholly dependent on teacher or interpreter 

intervention. 

 

Technology for Deaf people is a related electronic area: Induction loops, portable loop systems, 

flashing-lights doorbells, vibrating alarm clocks, flashing or vibrating baby monitors, analogue 

hearing aids, digital hearing aids, telephones with tone control, telephones with amplifiers, text-

phones (minicom), conversers (radio mike and receiver systems) to name but a few. It is estimated 

that about 1.4 million people regularly use hearing aids. To date some 250,000 people have been 

provided with digital hearing aids, as opposed to the analogue version. Cochlear implants are a 

modern ‘treatment for deafness’ which ‘works well for some’. The first UK child was fitted with 

one in 1987 and some 2,000 have been so treated since. A cautionary note has been struck 

regarding cochlear implants that they should only be fitted in children that are profoundly deaf 

because they destroy any ‘residual hearing’.  A Deaf person fitted with a cochlear implant, like any 

invasive intervention, can also have various side affects such as increased chance of vertigo and 

susceptibility to meningitis infection. Rough sports that may damage the electrical parts and the 

dangers of anaesthesia or repeated operations have been reported. An aid, but not technological is 

‘hearing dogs’, trained to hear on behalf of their owners and alarm them of the various sounds. 

 

 

Integrating Deaf Culture into the Labour Force 

 

About 3.5 million people of working age (16-65 years) experience some hearing loss. Within this 

group, there is an estimated 160,000 who are severely or profoundly deaf. In the UK, employers 

still remain reluctant to offer employment to deaf people, so they are less likely to be in 

employment. It has even been said, that employers are more likely to take on persons with a 

criminal record than deaf people. The Labour Force Survey of Autumn 2001 showed that only 68% 

of people of working age who had ‘difficulty in hearing’ were in employment compared with 81% 

of hearing people. In 2002 the RNID carried out a survey and found that respondents had an 

unemployment rate of 19%, about four times the national average. Also, deaf people tend to be 

employed in lower paid jobs and lower skilled jobs. Nearly one third of deaf people in full-time 

work earned under £10,000 per annum. 

 

A very important change occurred in 1995 with the enforcement of the Disability Discrimination 

Act (DDA) with the aim of ending discrimination against people with disabilities and recognising 

their rights in the areas of employment, education, access to services and information. Employers 

and others could no longer deny access for deaf (or otherwise disadvantaged) people, to school, to 

university, to employment because of their difference. In 1999 the Disability Rights Commission 
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was set up as a ‘watchdog’ agency. In 2005 the DDA was updated and extended in its provisions. 

Deaf people see this legislation as a clear improvement, even though they may see themselves as 

‘differently constituted’ rather than disabled – but also consider that there is still a long way to go.  

 

In the UK, there is a scheme to financially support resources to enable deaf people to access their 

workplace called Access to Work.  This can range from support with employing a BSL/English 

interpreter or the purchase of specialist equipment.  The deaf person, when accepted in their new 

post (or attending a job interview) can approach their Disability Employment Advisor (DEA) at their 

local Job Centre Plus to make an application. It needs to be noted that the employer is still 

responsible for compliance to the DDA, but the Access to Work scheme will provide the additional 

resources to ensure that the Deaf person can participate fully. 

 

A majority of otherwise able Deaf people can find employment in the United Kingdom but Deaf 

people are underemployed compared to hearing people and are at a disadvantage in terms of 

unemployment and in the average earnings. 

 

Many firms have been able to build the employment of Deaf people into their recruitment but 

particularly large enterprises have yet the necessary understanding and training systems. It is that 

the Civil Service has the reputation for being a good employer of Deaf people as does the Media 

branch: the BBC, ITV and Channel Four. ITV’s SignPost team was awarded the 2005 Clarion Award 

for social inclusion and was named as the National Disability Employer of 2005. (The DRC has 

worked with SignPost to translate key information on its website into BSL.)  

 

The purpose of the DDA of 1995 and 2005 was to oblige educational, training institutions and 

employers to end discrimination and this has begun to improve the position of Deaf people 

(amongst others) in their access to better education in schools, access (with support facilities) to 

colleges and universities, thus equipping them better for the labour market. Due to the DDA, local 

authorities know that they have an equality duty to Deaf people to provide education with the 

appropriate equipment and qualified staff in their schools. All colleges of further education and 

universities have to provide support in the way of interpreting and note taking for Deaf students as 

well as with other auxiliary equipments and services. 

 

The majority of employers themselves need educating and this is the point of such associations as 

the SignAware Partnership. Its website offers BSL and workplace materials and its sections on 

advice is illustrative of the educational effort that is needed. Managers of Deaf people are told that 

Deaf employees are likely to be less well informed about a whole range of thing which is not a 

reflection on their lack of interest or competence but due to the prevalence of speech 

communication only. Human Resource Managers are similarly offered practical advice about using 

the Textphone relay service (Typetalk) to receive telephone enquiries from Deaf people, about 

conducting interviews using interpreters, about training their hearing staff in Deaf Awareness, 

about training someone in the company in sign language – as a bridge to the Deaf employee(s). 
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Union representatives are told inter alia that more effort will be needed to interest a Deaf person in 

the benefits of union membership. Fellow workers of Deaf people are told that they should “be 

aware of what your face says” (frowning instead of smiling etc) and that they should get their Deaf 

fellow worker(s) involved, maintain eye contact with them. 

 

With all the effort that is taking place and with the influence of good practice all over the UK, it is 

likely that the lot of Deaf people in the future, in schools, colleges and jobs, will be better than it 

has been in the past. 

 

 

Welfare 

 

The Disability and Carers Service of the Department of Work and Pensions (www.dwp.gov.uk) has 

eleven Disability Benefits Centres in England, Scotland and Wales and works closely with Local 

Authorities (which have variously named sections dealing with disability – a Sensory Team here, a 

Social Services and Disability Team there). The Minister for Disabled People in conjunction with the 

Disability Rights Commission (www.drc-gb.org) are responsible for monitoring the Disability 

Discrimination Act (1995 and 2005). Following the recognition of BSL as a language in its own 

right the DWP has begun to grant funding for BSL tutors, on-line training materials and awareness 

raising activities. Contracts have been issued to various agencies like NDCS, BDA, Deafplus, 

Remark! and the UK Council on Deafness Consortium. 

 

All manner of support for Deaf people, in and out of employment, is variously provided by 

Education, Health and Employment agencies. The Ministry of the Interior currently has a £125m 

investment fund called Futurebuilders England which invests taxpayers’ money in voluntary sector 

projects, for example £2.5m in a new Deaf Cultural Centre for the Birmingham Institute for the 

Deaf. 

 

Similarly the Department of Work and Pensions funds the Sign Aware Partnership which is 

coordinated by the Centre for Deaf Studies at Bristol University and groups together the Deaf 

Studies Trust, IMS (Independent Media Support Group Plc.), SLIC (Sign Language Interpreting 

Centre, Edinburgh) and the Institut für Deutsche Gebärdensprache und Kommunikation Gehörloser 

(IDS, Hamburg). It supports the view that the employment profile of Deaf people is changing 

significantly but despite the prominence of BSL and a high level of contact with hearing people 

they still report misunderstanding and discrimination in the workplace. 
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SPAIN 

 

 

Introduction 

 

While we have already examined the different definitions of Deaf, deaf, deafness and hearing loss, 

as we start to explore Deaf communities in other countries, it is perhaps important to briefly 

highlight variances in the definitions. Some of these definitions, or perhaps better put, descriptions 

arise from public perception and also Spanish culture. In many cases terminology, when translated 

into English, like when signed rather than spoken, can often have a different meaning. In the 

research conducted, this was prevalent in many countries. Certain terms regarded as offensive in 

one country seen to be culturally accepted in another. To put in perspective the complexity of 

understanding any culture, including foreign Deaf culture, it is interesting to explore some Spanish 

cultural perspectives on what ‘deaf’ means. 

 

According to the Spanish cultural view, Deaf people have a hearing loss, to a greater or lesser 

degree, and usually find communication barriers in their daily life. For many years, there have been 

several myths about deafness. The most common one is that deaf people are cannot speak. Deaf 

people were referred to as Deaf and Dumb for many years. This term has responded to the idea 

that Deaf people are unable to communicate by means of a spoken language. However, it is 

incorrect to assume this. Some may choose not to use their voices if they think they will be difficult 

to understand or have inappropriate pitch or volume. In any case, terms like ‘deaf and dumb’ or 

‘deaf-mute’ are now considered outdated offensive today. In Spain, Deaf people use Spanish Sign 

Language (Lengua de signos o señas española, LSE). Like most other countries the Spanish Deaf 

Community have their own language and culture that binds them and defines their identity. Of 

course there is also the clinical definition that focuses on the ‘affected part of the ear, the causes of 

deafness, the time at which an individuals acquires deafness, and the degree of hearing loss, this 

definition as in their countries is used in many cases for public policy and categorising purposes for 

access and disability reporting. 

 

Spanish Deaf people consider that being unable to hear is only a small part of being Deaf. In fact, 

when the word is used in the cultural sense, hearing is one of the least important criteria used to 

describe group membership. Many people that are labelled as deaf or hard of hearing from the 

medical perspective are labelled or would label themselves as Deaf from the cultural perspective. 

Similarly, a person who self-identifies as Deaf may in fact have much more hearing than one who 

self-identifies as either hearing or hard-of-hearing. The use of the cultural label is a declaration of 

personal identity much more than an explanation of hearing ability. 
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Historical Information on Deaf Society, Education and Culture in Spain 

 

Pedro Ponce de León (1520–1584) has been cited as being the first teacher of deaf children. While 

there is no evidence to suggest that his teachings were through sign language, little is known 

about his methods. According to Parkhurst and Parkhurst (2006) the first appearance of a manual 

alphabet appeared in 1593 in a book by Melchor de Yebra called Refugium Infirmorum. It is 

claimed that the fingerspelling alphabet used in Spain today can be related to teaching 

methodologies of Manuel Ramírez de Carríon, de Yebra and Juan Pablo Bonet. 

 

1795 saw the founding of the first public deaf school in the capital and later at the turn of the 

century in Barcelona as well. Promotion of the use of sign language possible dates back to that 

time as suggested by Parkhurst and Parkhurst in their paper referring to the Jesuit philologist 

Lorenzo Hervás y Panduro who encouraged teachers to use signs to improve communication with 

deaf pupils. 

 

The role of deaf boarding schools also played a major part in sign language development in the 

1800s as the collective presence of boarders allowed for natural growth and development of both 

language and culture. Further development was evidenced by teachers who also developed signs to 

convey new topics, vocabulary and concepts. With the diminishing presence of deaf boarding 

schools, there had been a greater integration of deaf students in hearing schools and the cultural 

and linguistic unity that once was seen as the basis for new language, dialect and culture formation 

started to ebb away over time. More importantly, deaf boarding schools were by their very nature 

schools which brought together students from different parts of the country, each bringing new 

dimensions of the signs and culture that they had been exposed to in their day with their families. 

This itself was a rich source of introducing new linguistic and cultural elements into sign language 

and Deaf culture. 

 

Children develop some essential skills such as learning to speak, write, read and communicate in 

their early childhood years. For a hearing child, this is naturally achieved at Crèches, infant schools 

and through primary education. For a deaf child, acquisition of sign language and the ability to 

communicate at par with a hearing child is compromised when that child is removed from an 

environment most suited to his learning. This form of ‘deprived’ education can have effects 

throughout a child’s life as a result of relatively poor education and access with consequences of 

limited progression, low levels of literacy and limited development later at work and within society. 

In addressing this responsibility that educationalists were charged and filed to deliver, the role 

began to fall on Deaf advocacy groups and associations.  

 

Deaf Associations and Support Groups 

 

It was only in the early twentieth century when Spain saw the founding of several Deaf 

associations. The first being founded in 1906 in Madrid called The Association of Deaf-Mutes of 
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Madrid. In the late 1930s, the main goal was to create a number of associations that could respond 

to the basic needs of communication and interaction of deaf people and hard of hearing. This 

decade saw the birth of the Spanish National Federation of Deaf and Dumb Societies in 1936 – 

later known as the National Federation of Deaf People in Spain (FNSE). In the 1970s, the Deaf 

federations were adapted to the new political system in Spain characterised by the creation of local 

governments in each geographic community as defined by a new autonomous system of the 

Spanish state established by the 1978 Constitution. As a result, the National Confederation of Deaf 

People was created in Spain in 1983 (CNSE). CNSE is principally charged with a responsibility of 

gaining legal recognition of Spanish and Catalan Sign Language, (in the region of Catalonia). In 

September of 2005, a law which recognised Spanish Sign Language, along with the right to its 

knowledge, learning and use was passed. It also represents the Deaf community in all international 

and national forums such as the World Federation of the Deaf and act as a government consulting 

organisation for policy decisions. The work of the CNSE is varied and it has identified a number of 

key priorities that it focuses on. These are the promotion of LSE, education, accessibility and 

communication, development and implementation of new technologies, equality of opportunities 

and citizen participation, support to Deaf associations and research. 

 

In the 1990s, several organisations for Deaf people were founded with the aim of being 

increasingly recognised in the social hearing society, as organisations that work as a group for the 

improvement of the quality of life through the creation of specific services, their cooperation with 

different businesses, and their fight against communication barriers and discrimination, as well as 

campaigning to have LSE officially recognised. 

 

There are in addition many other organisations devoted to support Deaf people and their families 

provide information about Deaf Associations, Deaf education, health and rights. Some of the most 

important organisations are the CNSE and the Institute for Older Persons and Social Services 

(IMSERSO). 

 

Today, the Deaf community in Spain rely heavily on interaction with other Deaf people through the 

Deaf associations – which are viewed as cultural, social, economic and linguistic nucleuses. 

 

 

Statistics and Trends 

 

A significant problem is the non-existence of an official census, which could clearly reflect the 

number of Deaf people in Spain. The following data is extracted from a survey on disadvantaged, 

deficiencies and state of health of Spanish Deaf people conducted by the National Institute of 

Statistics (INE) and the Ministry of Education in 1999. The INE estimated that there are almost one 

million Deaf people (961,491). 
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Table 1 Percentage of People with Hearing Loss 

AGE 6-64 YEARS 65-79 YEARS 80+ TOTAL 
Perceive any sound 13.54 7.08 6.66 8.91 
Hear strong sounds 19 19.86 21.5 20.08 
Listen to the speech 67.45 73.04 71.82 71 

% 100 100 100 100 
 

 

Table 2 Deaf People by Age and Disability Certificate 

AGE Deaf people by 
age 

Person with some disability with 
a disability certificate by 

deafness and age considered 

Percentage of Deaf 
people who have a 
disability certificate 

6-16 15,381 3,515 22.85 
17-24 18,021 6,534 36.25 
25-34 32,844 12,724 38.74 
35-44 46,770 11,371 24.31 
45-54 64,730 13,833 21.37 
55-64 118,123 17,740 15.01 

Total 6-64 295,869 65,717 22.21 
    

65-69 102,749 14,014 13.63 
70-74 130,612 9,755 7.46 
75-79 157,641 11,968 7.59 

Total 65-79 391,002 35,737 9.13 
    

80-84 122,482   
85-89 100,073 12,315 4.48 

90+ 52,065   
Total 80+ 274,620   

    
Total 6+ 961,491 113,769 11.83 

 
According to the data obtained by the INE, only 12% of Deaf people have a disability certificate. In 

order to explain this small percentage it has to be considered, in the first place, the fact that there 

is lack of acceptance of deafness on the part of some people. Many Deaf people refuse to apply for 

a certificate because they are afraid to appear different to others for the rest of their lives. 

Secondly, many Deaf people are not familiar with the benefits and legal advantages that such a 

certificate may offer. Moreover, many Deaf people fear not finding a suitable job if they hold such 

a certificate. 

 

In terms of geographical data most Deaf people are located in the larger cities like Madrid, 

Barcelona and Valencia since there are more opportunities for them there.  

 

With regard to geographical distribution, 46% of Deaf people live in small cities. However, this 

percentage is not very significant since Spain has a total of 50 million inhabitants. Most Deaf 

people live in big urban locations or metropolitan areas of big cities. 

 

Deaf people have made significant migratory shifts during the twentieth century from rural areas to 

urban areas. This was motivated not only by the economic activity in urban areas, but also by the 

presence of Deaf people which sought to overcome their communication and social needs, as 

opposed to the isolation and deficiency of resources usually found in the more rural areas. 
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Table 3 Number of Deaf People by Age and Region 

REGION Until 6 6-64 From 65 Total 
Andalucia 175 66,546 79,300 146,021 

Aragon 285 14,449 21,799 36,533 
Asturias 260 15,218 17,033 32,511 

Balearic region 156 6,440 7,960 14,556 
Canaries 252 13,533 15,477 29,262 

Cantabria 97 4,121 8,095 12,313 
Castilla y Leon 233 25,718 35,681 61,632 

Castilla la Mancha 243 17,414 32,935 50,592 
Cataluña 721 80,945 63,860 145,526 
Valencia 261 50,666 44,389 95,316 

Extremadura -- 20,156 12,303 32,459 
Galicia -- 28,299 21,641 49,840 
Madrid 501 75,762 66,719 142,982 
Murcia -- 8395 6,882 15,277 

Navarra -- 5,920 4,813 10,733 
Basque Region 194 26,248 23,263 49,705 

La Rioja -- 2927 1,940 4,867 
TOTAL 3,378 462,757 464,090 930,125 

 

 

Spanish Sign Language(s) and Communication with Deaf People 

 

Wherever communities of Deaf people exist, sign languages develop, but as with spoken 

languages, these vary from region to region. They are not based on the spoken language in the 

country of origin as we have seen examples earlier. Spanish Sign Language is no different in this 

manner and like most other languages, it presents variances across Spanish speaking countries. 

Thus it must be adapted to the necessities of their culture, feelings and local norms and 

colloquialisms. While spoken Spanish in Spain is understood in countries such as Andorra, 

Argentina, Belize, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El 

Salvador, Gibraltar, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Puerto 

Rico, Spain, and Venezuela, there are different sign languages in each country. Even within Spain 

there are two other major sign languages. Catalan Sign Language (Lengua de Signes Catalana LSC) 

is used in Catalonia. In Valencia, Valencian Sign Language (LSCV or LSPV) is widely used. It is 

important to note that while the outcomes of the SIGNALL project are targeted to beneficiaries in 

the partner countries in Europe, the application and outcomes of the project can be universally 

applied. In this context, when referring to the research that is conducted in Spain, it must be 

pointed out that the broader and traditional use of Spanish Sign Language refers to Castilian 

Spanish-speaking regions of the country as well as Valencian and Catalonian districts and no 

distinction is made for the purposes of the report. However it is acknowledged and recognising 

that the differences do indeed exist and each language is recognised in its own right. 

 

Deaf Employment 

 

The issues surrounding employment of Deaf people in Spain is not dissimilar to  other countries. In 

Spain it is estimated that the unemployment rate for people with disabilities is four times greater 

than the rate for the rest of the population and that the incidence of Deaf people’s unemployment 

is tripled with respect to the disability population. 
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Employment issues for Deaf people present a number of concerns such as the high rate of 

unemployment; the low-level jobs of Deaf workers, problems associated with the communications 

with their colleagues, a lack of advancement opportunities and above all a lack of awareness 

amongst employers about Deaf culture and deaf people. 

 

The Spanish Confederation of Deaf People (CNSE) developed an employment plan in 2000 

delivering a service for coaching Deaf people for employment called SILPES (Servicio de 

Intermediación Laboral para Personas Sordas) whose main aim is to act as an intermediary between 

the Deaf person looking for a job and the private or public company with a vacancy. They offer 

services such as job orientation, access to training and employee awareness.  

 

 

 

 

CZECH REPUBLIC 

 

 

 

Introduction  

 

While we have already described the variant definitions of ‘Deaf’ and ‘deaf’, it is perhaps pertinent 

to further elaborate this in the context of the Czech legal framework. In the Czech Republic, Act 

No. 155/1998 Coll. on Sign Language, defines Deaf people as: 

 

“individuals, who become deaf before having developed spoken speech, 

and the extent and character of their hearing impediment prevents them 

from fully developing spoken speech, as well as individuals who have lost 

their hearing later on, or deaf and hard-of-hearing impaired individuals 

who themselves consider sign language to be their primary form of 

communication.”  

 

There is also the Czech medical definition adopting the so-called Polish definition, defining Deaf 

people and dividing them by the extent of their loss of hearing in a quantitative way. It is also 

important to point out that many definitions, descriptions and even official names of many 

organisations still retain terms that would now be deemed unacceptable in everyday use. In most 

cases, this is culturally acceptable, in others a literal, yet official, English translation has been used. 

 

Historical Information on Deaf Society and Culture 
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Czech sign language developed chiefly in the institutions where Deaf people met each other such 

as in schools for the Deaf. One of the world’s oldest educational institutions is a school in Prague – 

Smíchov – established in 1786. Czech sign language has survived up to now despite the ban 

imposed on its use at most schools in the past. 

 

Over the past fifteen years the attitude to towards Deaf people in the Czech Republic has been 

changing. The oppression of Deaf people, in particular during the communist era which ended in 

1989, only began to lift after the transition to democracy. Now, deafness is not generally looked 

upon as a ‘handicap’ as in the past, that needs to be rectified. A sign language law, which was 

passed in 1998, grants Deaf people the right to use sign language and the right to training and 

education through sign language.   

 

Individual organisations assisting with Deaf issues are generally part of umbrella associations or 

unions which are non-profit and non-governmental organisations (NGOs). The Czech and Moravian 

Union of the Hearing-Impaired, founded in 1998, is an example of this. It subsumed: 

 

• Brno Union of the Deaf, founded 1998 

• Plzeň Union of the Deaf, founded 1998 

• Regional Union of the Deaf Olomouc, founded 1997  

• Jihlava Union of the Deaf, founded 1997 

• Břeclav Society of the Deaf, founded 2001 

 

Another important organisation is the Czech Union of the Deaf. This was founded in 1990. It 

currently has 2,000 Deaf members, active in six regional organisations in Brno, Kroměříž, Liberec, 

Ostrava, Prague and Zlín. 

 

Many individual associations of the Deaf, as well as the unions, are part of the Chamber of the 

Deaf, which itself is part of the Czech National Council for the Handicapped (CNCH) together with 

Chamber of the Mentally Ill, Chamber of the Physically Disabled, Chamber of the Internally Ill, and 

the Chamber of the Visually Impaired.  

  

 

Hearing Society and Deaf people 

 

Publicly available studies and expert commentary have clearly shown some problem areas in 

integrating Deaf people in society. In her study, Navrátilová quotes the opinion of experts about the 

difficulties Deaf people face, as far as their rights and duties are concerned. According to experts, 

this contributes to their social exclusion. According to Navrátilová, the questioned experts stated 

that these difficulties led to health-related introversion. In this context, experts stress the 

importance of family consultation, which can help overcome incomprehension caused by a lack of 
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information about the signs of hearing impairment. This should help to remove some of the 

obstacles in family life, especially in families consisting of hearing parents and a Deaf child. A 

situation, when healthy parents try to teach the child the habits and skills related to the culture of 

hearing people, can become quite frustrating to a Deaf child and can create psychological and 

social barriers. Creating opportunities to enable a Deaf person to acquire an equivalent position in 

the family can represent a starting point for coping with all requirements related to his/her. 

 

In the Czech Republic Deaf people have been disadvantaged in employment and many have 

traditionally found it very difficult to find a ‘proper’ job. A common problem is one of 

communication or perceived inability to communicate by hearing people. There is a general lack of 

awareness about the common practices and communication protocols when communicating with 

Deaf people. 

 

 

Emergence of Facilities for the Deaf 

 

The main organisations focusing on the integration of Deaf people into society are the Czech and 

Moravian Union of the Deaf and hard of hearing and the Czech Union of the Deaf. Apart from 

these organisations, there are other organisations in the Czech Republic, focusing for instance on 

the issues of sign language. These include: 

 

• Association of the Organisations of the Deaf, the partially Deaf and their Friends 

• Pevnost – Czech Sign Language Centre 

• Czech Chamber of Sign Language Interpreters 

• Centre for the Procurement of Interpreters for the Deaf 

• Federation of Parents and Friends of the Hearing-impaired 

• Czech for the Communication of the Deaf, Faculty of Arts, Charles University  

 

Community centres for the Deaf are one of the few places where the Deaf can learn the true 

meaning of the words trouble-free, communication and equal partnership. Deaf children and 

young people discover their role models here who are successful Deaf people from all walks of life. 

The CNCH is a non-profit NGO that was founded at a constituent meeting of the representatives of 

organisations of disabled people in 2000. The reason for its formation was the effort to find the 

most effective way of co-operation of Czech organisations uniting people with disabilities. Today, 

the CNCH is a recognised co-ordinating body for the defence, promotion and achievement of the 

rights and interests of people with disabilities. 

 

The CNCH is the main advisory body of the Government Committee for Disabled Citizens (GCHDC) 

and represents people with disabilities across the Czech Republic. It is also a member of numerous 

international organisations such as the Disabled Peoples’ International, Rehabilitation International, 

and European Disability Forum. The CNCH works on a national level and has branches in individual 
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regions of the country. In order to solve common problems related to the life of disabled people, 

expert boards have been set up dealing with social, legislative, employment and environmental 

issues, as well as with those related to disabled children. In 2005, the boards consisted of a total of 

93 collective members, representing over 250,000 individuals. 

 

The GCHDC was enacted by the ruling of the Czech Government No. 151 in 1991 as an advisory 

body of the Czech Government. Its board consists of the Ministers of the Czech Government and 

the Prime Minister. The Committee deals with problems that affect several ministries, it co-

ordinates the activities of the Czech Government, initiates new activities and advises the 

government in support of people with disabilities and promoting equal opportunities.  

 

The government committee contributed to the preparation of the National Plan of Aid to Disabled 

Citizens, the National Plan of Measures for the Reduction of Negative Impact of Health Disabilities, 

adopted by the Government in 1992 and 1993, and the National Plan of Equal Opportunities for 

Disabled Citizens, adopted in 1998. This plan is annually updated. In 2004, the committee 

prepared the Medium-Term Concept of State Policy for Disabled Citizens, which represents the 

basis for the National Plan for the Support and Integration of Disabled People for the years 2006 – 

2009, adopted in 2005. 

 

 

Statistics and Trends 

 

In most cases, information is generally unavailable, scant or to some degree largely inaccurate in 

relation to Deaf statistics, including the number of Deaf and hard-of-hearing people in the 

individual regions of Czech Republic. While this does not appear to be uncommon in many other 

countries, the reliance on the medical definition to ascertain numbers makes it more difficult to 

identify the number of deaf people base on various levels of the deafness. Naturally, the lack of any 

such data in any state brings about complications and difficulties when policy issues are being 

developed. The Czech statistics do however give ‘estimates’ that the number of the ‘hearing 

impaired’ is 250,000 while approximately 20,000 people are deaf. In the South Moravian region 

there are more than 2,500 Deaf people. One certainty is that there is evidence to suggest that the 

number is growing. In 1955, the estimated proportion of people with ‘impaired hearing’ was about 

3 per cent. By 1975 their number grew to 7 per cent of the total population. The Ministry of Health 

estimated that 15 per cent of the population were hard of hearing.  

 

This increased figure is possibly attributable to an ageing population. However, it is not possible to 

estimate the number of Deaf or hard of hearing outside of this category. It is likely that the 

concentration of Deaf and hard of hearing people is higher in Brno due to a wider availability of 

services and greater opportunities to meet people in the Deaf community and who are Czech Sign 

Language (CSE) users. Estimates suggest that the number of people who are Deaf or hard of 

hearing in Brno is approximately 10,000. Brno is the second largest town in the Czech Republic, 
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with a total permanent population of 370,000. In smaller towns and municipalities, the proportion 

of CSE users is lower. Demographic statistics of people with disabilities and their places of residence 

will be included in a study, which is currently being prepared by the Ministry of Work and Social 

Affairs which will reveal more accurate figures in the future. 

 

 

Czech Sign Language and Communication with Deaf People 

 

Sign language was prohibited in the Czech Republic before 1989, and Deaf people were forced to 

use Czech. Nobody respected the fact that sign language was a natural form of communication. 

Deaf people were taught using the oral method, using only spoken language, and forced to 

properly purse their lips, control their tongue and breathing, in order to be able to speak, in spite of 

the fact that they could not hear what they were saying. 

 

Like all sign languages spoken Czech and Czech Sign Language (CSE) represent two completely 

different language systems. The Law of Sign Communication, 55/1998 Sb ("Zákon o znakové řeči 

155/1998 Sb) was passed on May 21st 1998 and Deaf people were granted the right to use CSE. 

Article 4 defines it as: 

  

“A basic communication facility of the deaf people in the Czech Republic. 

Czech Sign Language is natural and adequate communication system. It is 

composed by the specific visual-spatial resources, i.e. hand shapes, movements, 

facial expressions, head and upper part of the torso positions. Czech Sign 

Language has basic language attributes, i.e. system of signs, double 

articulation, productiveness, peculiarity and historical dimension, and has stable 

lexical and grammatical structure” 

 

The law provides that sign language is the means of communication for the deaf in the Czech 

Republic. It further provides that deaf people are entitled to the use of sign language, to be 

educated by means of sign language, and to be taught it. The law also stipulates that in visits to 

medical practitioners, dealings with the administration and judicial procedure, deaf people are 

entitled to the provision of an interpreter without payment. Deaf students engaged in tertiary 

studies are also entitled to a non-paying interpretation service. 

 

The quality of sign language teaching has often been an issue of contention. Many hearing 

teachers are not sufficiently proficient and nor is their teaching of it. Children are forced to learn 

signs from different sources and, when they do not know the signs for some concepts, they often 

make them up themselves. That is why the lexis of sign language is not fixed. Hearing parents of 

Deaf children learn sign language mostly in courses where the quality is relatively poor.  

The study of sign language at third-level was not made possible until 1993, first only as part of 

complementary studies, and as a full-time subject from 1998. It was not until 1999 that Pevnost – 
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the Czech Sign Language Centre - was founded in Prague, where Deaf lecturers and native CSE 

users taught sign language. This finally led to changes in the teaching provided by other 

organisations, where mostly signed Czech was taught, and sign language was only occasionally 

taught.  

 

 

Education for Deaf People 

 

While the recognition of a nation’s sign language is a leap forward for the country’s Deaf 

community, there must be genuine action and efforts that provide for educational support, access 

to goods and services and entry to employment. Recognition is only the starting point. In the Czech 

Republic, Parliament enacts laws on education and decides on the general principles of education 

policy. The Government and the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports implement these 

principles into the national policy at the central government level. The Ministry of Education, Youth 

and Sports is in charge of the administration of education, youth issues and sports. 

The right of all children to be educated is explicitly stated in the Constitution of the Czech Republic 

(Ústava Èeské republiky No 1/1993) referring to equality to education where basic and secondary 

education is free of charge. 

 

Developments such as the National Plan of the Support to Persons with Disabilities of April 1998, 

the National Plan of Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities and the Strategy of 

the National Policy towards Persons with Disability were stepping stones in bringing to the fore the 

importance of education initiatives to support persons with disabilities.  

 

The 1998 Act on Sign Language emphasises the importance of the sign language for the education 

of pre-lingual deaf. The Act guarantees the right for education of deaf children by means of sign 

language, guarantees the access to sign language interpretation to students at upper secondary 

level of education as well as the access to courses of the sign language for parents of deaf children. 

 

The Education Act of 2005 affords greater rights to students with special educational needs as well 

as those with mental, sensory or physical disabilities, students with speech impairments, students 

with multiple disabilities, autism, learning and behavioural difficulties, chronically ill and socially 

disadvantaged. 

 

For Deaf students, three basic educational systems are relatively similar to other countries. 

 

• The oral method where the child masters the spoken national language which is regarded 

as the mother tongue.  
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• Bilingual approach – which respects the culture or the spoken and hearing world as well as 

the Deaf world and where the teaching delivered through CSE supplemented with text and 

speech is considered equal. 

• Integrated and Simultaneous communication where teaching is through Czech Sign 

Language 

 

 

Multimedia and Computers in Deaf Culture 

 

In 2002, verification of courses and teaching methods focusing on the use of internet as means of 

self-fulfilment of many Deaf people was started in the Czech Republic. This was a pilot project, 

supported by the European Union within the framework of the Leonardo da Vinci educational 

programme. Apart from Czech participation, it was supported by the Federation of Parents and 

Friends of the Deaf and hard  of hearing, and worked under the auspices of a Government Minister 

and the Executive Vice-Chairman of the Government Committee for Disabled Citizens. Foreign 

partners from Austria, Belgium, and the United Kingdom also participated in the project.  

 

The arrival of new information and communication technologies, especially the internet has 

enabled Deaf people to better interact in society and increasingly there are more Deaf people 

working in the multimedia and IT sector in a range of job types from programmers, web designers, 

and system administrators.  

 

Deaf people can claim benefits from district authorities for purchasing certain types of 

‘rehabilitation and compensation aids’. The list of aids, which qualify for purchasing benefits, was 

released in April 2000 (Czech Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, No. 21/6383/2000). Significant 

changes in the list included benefits for purchasing a PC, a pager or a mobile phone. Deaf people 

can receive up to 75% of the purchase price of some compensation aids such as a PC 

modem/telephone accessory card with software emulating visual telephone for the Deaf. 

Supported communication aids include items such as visual signalling for apartments and door bells 

including installation; visual (writing) telephone for the Deaf including light ring tone signalling; 

additional PC card and software emulating writing phone for the Deaf 

Faxmodem PC card and software emulating faxes; TV set with teletext; adding a teletext decoder to 

an existing TV set including installation. 

 

An SMS helpline has been set up by the Czech Police. 

 

IN relation to media and TV there are an increasing number of programmes which are broadcast 

with subtitles on Czech TV. There is a thirty-minute TV Club for Deaf people which is also subtitled. 

A five-minute evening news summary in CSE is broadcast every working day at 7 O’clock on Czech 

TV 2.  
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The Ministry of Culture has been asked to take responsibility and provide financial support in 2006-

2009 for subtitling and sign language interpreting for audiovisual works of art for disabled people, 

especially for the deaf. 

 

Integrating Deaf Culture into the Labour Force 

 

While some government initiatives are aimed at providing greater access for Deaf people to the 

labour market such as counselling, re-qualification, defining of socially useful jobs, expert practice 

and also sheltered employment, there is little statistical information on the labour market picture 

concerning Deaf employment. This presents a problem for policy makers and the true picture 

remains blurred. Under a research study conducted of approximately 80 Czech companies by 

Czech-Moravian Unity of the Deaf the study highlighted some interesting results.  

 

In the companies that employed Deaf people over two-thirds of the companies did not see 

continued further opportunites for additional emloyment of more Deaf people. Of those that did 

employ a Deaf person, 50 per cent employed only one person, 37 per cent employed between two 

and nine Deaf people and 12 per cent employed over ten people. Over 66 per cent were working 

full-time and over 77 per cent said that the Deaf employee(s) were working for over three years 

and the remaining were there for less than a year. In terms of positions all worked in manual jobs 

that ranged from locksmith, printer, textile and electricians. None of the employees were educated 

to third level with 40 per cent having completed secondary education and 55 having undertaken 

some form of vocational course. Only 23 per cent of the respondents required the applicant to 

have some experience. 22 per cent offered further training. 

  

The majority of people employing Deaf people cannot communicate using CSE. Communication 

with a Deaf person is often through observation. Many employers or colleagues learn the most 

commonly used signs, which they can use to communicate with the Deaf person. These two ways 

are therefore the main communication means at the workplace. 

 


