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1. Aim of the survey 

For teaching spoken languages as foreign languages, there is a large offer of courses, teaching 

materials and – continually improved – teaching methods. The same holds for sign languages 

courses for hearing people. In contrast, there are nearly no experiences or language courses 

regarding the teaching of sign languages as foreign languages over all of Europe. Due to this 

fact, deaf people have restricted opportunities to learn another sign language as foreign 

language and this represents a major obstacle to the transnational communication between 

deaf people. As there are many hard of hearing and hearing people using a sign language they 

were included in the survey as well. Often the focus is on the deaf sign language user only, 

but it is important to include the severe hearing-impaired and hearing people who use a sign 

language as well and to refer to the “sign language community”. Severely hearing-impaired 

people have, due to their impairment, problems to acquire an oral language fully. This puts 

them often in the situation that they cannot communicate to their satisfaction neither with the 

hearing nor with the deaf. This is the reason why quite some of them learn their national sign 

language – sooner or later in their lives. As for hearing sign language users, some of them 

have deaf parents and grew up with a sign language as their first language (CODA: Children 

Of Deaf Adults), others are e.g. sign language interpreters, teachers, support workers.  By 

including all of them, the sign language communities in the partner countries were reached, 

which consists of deaf, hearing-impaired and hearing people (as mentioned). All of them are 

potential beneficiaries of these sign language courses, e.g. if they want to improve their 

professional skills. The aim of this project therefore is to create a common training 

programme for foreign sign languages at elementary level (A1 and A2) for Austrian, British, 

Portuguese and Turkish sign languages. To be able to do so, the first step is to survey the 

demand and learning needs within the participating countries. This report presents the results 

of this survey from the four partner countries.  

2. Deaf education in the four partner countries 

As the educational system for the Deaf
1
 in the four partner countries differs, a short overview 

of these is indicated in order to be able to understand the data better. 

2.1.Austria 

2.1.1. Overview 

In Austria there are only few special schools for deaf and hard of hearing children left (6 all 

over Austria); 60% of the deaf and hard of hearing children are taught in so-called inclusion 

classes. In both school types the language of instruction is spoken/written German. There is 

no such subject as “Austrian Sign Language” in the curriculum – neither in the one for special 

                                                           
1  The spelling ‘deaf’ stands for the medical term, whereas ‘Deaf’ shows the membership to a cultural and 

language minority group. 
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schools, nor in the one for inclusion classes. In these inclusion classes there usually is only 

one child with a hearing impairment, all other kids are hearing and the lessons are in 

spoken/written German. There is the possibility to have special tuition for a couple of hours 

per week. This special tuition is given by a support teacher with (some) sign language 

competence. Unfortunately, this competence is in most cases not enough to be able to explain 

facts and complex contexts fully to a deaf or hard of hearing child. The fact that these children 

usually are thought according to the curriculum for special education only because they 

cannot hear worsens their chances further. 

 

Austrian Sign Language is still no language of instruction, although it was acknowledged as a 

language in 2005. As for bilingual education for the deaf and hard of hearing children with 

sign language as first or preferred language, it does not exist in Austria. There are no statutory 

regulations for it, which also means that these children do not have a legal right to a bilingual 

education. This leads to the result that after 9 years of compulsory school many deaf children 

leave school with great gaps in their knowledge. For them, it is very difficult to catch up 

which causes a negative impact on their whole life. 

In Austria only 50 out of 10.000 Deaf have finished their studies. Compared to Sweden, 

where the bilingual education for the deaf and hard of hearing was introduced in 1981 (and 

where 1.000 have finished a university education 
2
), this outcome in Austria is a shame. 

 

In 2008 Krausneker & Schalber
3
  came in their study to following conclusion - but since then 

nothing much has changed: 

 “Deaf education in Austria lacks strategies and a common terminology and does not allow 

deaf and hard of hearing children access to equal education. The crucial points seem to be the 

language aspect (language acquisition) and the general acceptance of Deafness. ÖGS is not 

seen as a linguistic resource in Deaf education and has currently no relevant part in the 

curriculum for Deaf schools. This became evident in the classes (special schools and 

mainstream settings), in the teacher’s training as well as the school resources (e.g. staff, 

budget, teaching material, technical facilities). ÖGS is also the factor which determines the 

availability and barrier free access to information and knowledge for Deaf students at the 

University.” 

2.1.2. Austrian Sign Language (ÖGS) 

The Austrian Sign Language (ÖGS) has been recognized as a language in 2005, but without 

any consequences for e.g. the education of the deaf and hard of hearing. The language of 

                                                           
2 Jarmer 2009: http://www.oe24.at/old-channel/wissen/Bildungssituation-fuer-Gehoerlose-eine-

Katastrophe/481598 
3 Origin: http://www.univie.ac.at/sprachemachtwissen/downloads.htm 
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instruction in special deaf schools as well as in inclusion classes is still spoken/written 

German. 

Hearing students have the possibility to study “Sign language interpreter”, in combination 

with another spoken language, at the University in Graz. Other possibilities to become a sign 

language interpreter are to complete a training course at the Austrian Sign Language 

Interpreters Association or at GESDO. 

For Deaf students there are only few qualification possibilities, e.g. they can obtain a 

qualification as “Deaf Interpreter” at a University course in Salzburg; at the University of 

Klagenfurt it was possible to get a qualification as deaf sign language teacher. One course has 

just finished (April 2016); at this time it is unknown if there will be a follow-up course. 

In Austria, ÖGS is taught only by the Deaf; courses are held at the different deaf associations, 

universities and institutions for further education. The fact that only Deaf people teach ÖGS is 

a problem insofar as the majority did not learn sign language, such as hearing children learn 

German in school. This means that they often do not know very much about the 

structure/syntax/grammar of the sign language. A solution to this problem could be team-

teaching: one deaf and one hearing sign language competent person, where the latter takes 

over the task to explain the structure of ÖGS. 

2.1.3. Medical and Technological Developments  

As everywhere else all over the world, the Cochlear Implant is changing the landscape of the 

Deaf. This technology is weakening the status of sign language in Austria (again). Parents are 

given the information that with one (or even better two cochlear implants) the deaf or hard of 

hearing child will face no problems. But as reality shows, this is not true at all: only few can 

profit from the implants in such way that they are able to acquire a spoken language to the 

extent to communicate with hearing people with little problems. After the implantation, most 

of the children still have a severe hearing loss and have difficulties to acquire a spoken 

language to the full extent. Unfortunately, the parents are also told to not use a sign language 

with their child, as this will have a negative influence on the spoken language development – 

which is not true. In many cases this leaves these kids with no fully functioning language and 

when they are older, they decide to learn a sign language. 

2.1.4. Teachers for the Deaf in Austria 

Teachers for the Deaf in Austria have the qualification of teachers for special needs school, 

with the specialization on hearing impaired children. In most cases they do not have an 

adequate sign language competence because according to the curriculum they do not have to 

learn ÖGS obligatorily. The Deaf community has been trying to communicate the needs of 

reformation for this kind of qualifications to the responsible authorities for years – until now 

to no avail! 

 

http://translationswissenschaft.uni-graz.at/de/gebaerdensprache/
http://www.oegsdv.at/wege-zum-beruf/seminarreihe-afl/
http://www.oegsdv.at/wege-zum-beruf/seminarreihe-afl/
http://www.gesdo.at/
http://www.logo-salzburg.at/
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2.2.Portugal 

2.2.1. Overview 

The education of the deaf in Portugal begins with the founding of the Royal Institute for 

deaf mutes of Lisbon in 1823 by the Swedish professor Per Aron Borg at the request of King 

D. João VI. In 1832 this Institute was integrated in the Casa Pia de Lisboa (CPL) and in 

1922 the Institute of the deaf of Jacob Rodrigues Pereira was created. 

In 1905 with the need to organize the education of the deaf in the CPL the Professor Pavão 

de Sousa was hired - he had taken the course of specialization in Paris - and introduced for 

the first time the oral teaching method for the deaf in Portugal. The oral period lasted about 

100 years in Portugal; it was covered by the natural method, the maternal reflective method, 

and the verbotonal method. During this period the Portuguese Sign Language (LGP) was 

banned from classrooms and developed in the underground, in the playgrounds of schools 

and boarding schools for the deaf. In the late 80’s an assessment of the results showed that 

the oral method is catastrophic for the deaf population. 

So, in the late 80’s two deaf trainers of LGP went to Gallaudet University in the USA to 

have training. They returned to Portugal to create the first training course in LGP for 

teachers and technicians. In the early 90’s, some teachers of the first school for the deaf in 

the country, the Institut Jacob Rodrigues Pereira (IJRP), began to challenge the oral deaf 

education methodology and tried to recover the LGP and use it in the classroom. The first 

attempts to implement the bilingual education for deaf students appeared at this time in 

Portugal. 

In 1991, the first dictionary of Portuguese Sign Language “GESTUÁRIO” and in 1994 the 

first grammar of LGP “Para Uma Gramática da LGP” were written. 

In 1995 a “Committee of Defense of the LGP” was created, in order to legalize the language 

and in 1997 the LGP was recognised in the Portuguese Constitution as the language of 

education of deaf people in Portugal (Act No. 1/97, h). 

In 2005 the first early intervention teams in hospitals were created. They worked with 

families of deaf children in the sense that these children acquire the LGP as early as 

possible. 

In 2008 the Decree-Law 3/2008 was published. It regulates the bilingual education for the 

first time in Portugal by creating schools for this purpose - Schools for Bilingual education 

for deaf students (EREBAS) covering the entire national territory. That same year the 

curriculum for the subject “LGP” was created and in 2011 followed a curriculum of 

Portuguese language for deaf students. 

At present there is a huge effort on the production of bilingual teaching materials that 

support the access for children and youth who are deaf to the national curriculum. 

In Portugal, there are about 20 deaf associations around the country where 11 are affiliated 

with the Portuguese Federation of Deaf Associations (FPAS) that represents Portugal in the 

EUD and WFD. 
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2.2.2. Portuguese Sign Language (LGP) 

During the oral deaf education period - which lasted about 100 years in Portugal – the LGP 

was developed informally outside the classrooms, on playgrounds and in boarding schools. 

It was integrated for the deaf into the classrooms only in the late 80’s and early 90’s of the 

20th century. 

In the Decade of the 90’s, two fundamental work emerged; they scientifically supported the 

need of use of LGP by the deaf population: the “GESTUÁRIO” (1991) and “Para uma 

Gramática da LGP” (1994). As a result of the movement in favour of the LGP, in 1997 the 

LGP was recognized in the Constitution of the Portuguese Republic (Act No. 1/97, h) as the 

language of education of deaf children and young people. 

In 2008 the Decree-Law 3/2008, governing bilingual education for deaf students and the 

creation of schools for the bilingual education of deaf students (17 schools in total) was 

published. In the same year the curriculum of the LGP was created, which is having the 

same number of hours as Portuguese has in the curriculum of deaf students.  

For the research of the LGP there are 5 universities that are dedicated to the study of this 

language: the Faculty of Psychology and Educational sciences of the University of Porto; 

the School of Education of Porto; the School of Education of Coimbra; the School of 

Education of Setúbal and the Catholic University of Portugal. In addition to conduct 

investigations in the area of the LGP and education of the deaf, these universities provide 

the undergraduate in LGP, the degrees in translation and interpretation of LGP, masters and 

PHDs. 

At the level of accessibility in LGP there are already several television programs with 

translation for LGP. 

In Portugal there are no statistical data on the population and the Deaf users of LGP. 

2.2.3. Medical and Technological Developments 

In recent years there has been a great usage of the cochlear implants (CI) for the deaf 

children. This was done mainly in the medical area which has brought a big controversy in 

the field of education of the deaf and the deaf community. In hospitals the solution aimed at 

families with deaf children is the cochlear implant; many times without being mentioned the 

existence of the LGP and the deaf community. 

The discussion focuses not on the option of the cochlear implant but on the removal of the 

LGP for the education of these children. The deaf community mentioned that the cochlear 

implant does not make the deaf person a hearing person and that CI not always produces 

satisfactory results. 

At the level of technology, in Portugal are developing several works in the field of 

lexicography of the LGP to create bilingual online dictionaries and teaching materials and 

treating linguistically the two-way LGP and Portuguese as languages of equal status. 
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2.2.4. Teachers for the Deaf in Portugal 

Teachers of the deaf have a university education degree and may be or not specialized in the 

field of education of the deaf. 

Deaf teachers of LGP although have Academic education degree, but they still do not have a 

recruitment code and therefore in Portugal it does not yet exist a career as a teacher of LGP 

as disciplinary group. 

 

2.3.Turkey 

2.3.1. Overview 

The classification system of American Speech-Language Hearing Association (ASHA) is 

used mostly in Turkey. One may be classified as a deaf person, if he/she has hearing loss of 

70 dB and more. Training needs start with the “mild” hearing loss (26-40 dB). 

Many children with hearing-impaired are educated in special schools, mostly residential 

schools which include nursery and primary education. However, some children with hearing-

impaired are taught in totally or partially separate classes or units in mainstream schools or 

centers. Few students are educated in private institutions, voluntary organizations or other 

research and practice centers in the universities.  

In general, four placement services exist for the education of children with hearing-impaired 

in Turkey:   

1) special schools with and without residential provision;  

2) integration of children with hearing-impaired in mainstream classrooms;  

3) special classes or units in mainstream schools; 

4) Private-special Schools, Rehabilitation Centres, and University Affiliated Centres. 

 

Special schools do not have different curricula, administrative or financial arrangements, or 

different career patterns for their teachers in Turkey. 

There are many deaf schools where the “special education system” has been implemented in 

Turkey. However, “inclusive education” is spreading rapidly across the country. As a result of 

the medical and technological improvements, the number of students in special schools is 

decreasing gradually, parents tend to send their children to mainstream schools and the State 

supports inclusive education.  

Each deaf child in both special and mainstream schools must have an Individualized 

Education Program (IEP). Each IEP must be designed for one student and must be a truly 

individualized document. 

http://www.ncld.org/learning-disability-resources/videos/video-what-is-an-iep
http://www.ncld.org/learning-disability-resources/videos/video-what-is-an-iep
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In Turkey, as an educational approach, “Total Communication” (a method of interacting with 

individuals with language impairments using a combination of spoken language and signs, 

which includes sign language, voice, finger-spelling, lip-reading, amplification, writing, 

gesture and visual imagery) is used in the schools for the deaf.  

Compulsory education was increased from five years to eight years in 1997 and then 

increased again in 2012 from eight years to 12 years. The new compulsory structure consists 

of four years of primary, middle and secondary school (4+4+4). Education of the Deaf is 

publicly financed; the hearing-impaired students receive schooling, lunches and transportation 

to and from school. 

In Turkey, there is no extra maturity exam for the students who are graduated from secondary 

education in order to enter the university. The diploma, which is given after the graduation 

from high school and its equivalent vocational or technical school, provides opportunity in 

order to enter the university; in addition to the diploma students have to take the entrance 

examination implemented centrally and nation-wide by the Student Selection and Placement 

Centre (ÖSYM) every year.  

2.3.2. Turkish Sign Language 

Since 1953, it was forbidden to teach sign language and there has been only oral education in 

Schools for the Deaf in Turkey. So, no sign language has been taught to children in these 

schools. Throughout half a century, between 1950 and 2000, TİD was being passed on to the 

young Turks in the deaf communities outside school. 

However, Turkish Sign Language (TİD) has been recognized by Article 15 of the Disability 

Act, in 2005. There are many certified sign language interpreters. The Ministry for Family 

and Social Affairs (Aile ve Sosyal Politikalar Bakanlığı) began in 2012 a program for the 

certification of TID interpreters.   

2.3.3. Medical and Technological Developments  

In recent years, medical and technological developments have had a great influence on the 

number of deaf and hearing-impaired children in Turkey. National Newborn Hearing 

Screening Program (NNHSP) has been conducted in Turkey since the year 2003. The children 

diagnosed with hearing loss were further referred for advanced treatment and rehabilitation to 

advanced audiological centers. In Turkey, cochlear implant use began in 1986. Today, the 

number of CI users is around 12.000 people and 78% of them are children. The age of 

implantation has dropped to around the first birthday of a child. 

2.3.4. Teachers for the Deaf in Turkey 

In Turkey as it is throughout the world, the training of special education teachers can be at the 

undergraduate, graduate or doctorate levels.  
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The teacher candidates can work in governmental special education schools as well as the 

private special education and rehabilitation centers as special education teachers. Teachers 

who graduate from the teacher training programs can also attend to graduate programs. In the 

educational science institutes in related universities there are graduate programs for both 

masters and doctoral degrees.  

 

2.4.United Kingdom 

2.4.1. Overview 

British Sign Language is a big minority for Deaf people to use this method to communicate in 

schools, colleges, universities and workforce.  Sign language has its own grammar, structure, 

handshape and regional variations, with different vocabulary depending on where you live. 

The use of gestures gives context, facial expressions show the tone and the hands can be used 

to indicate the ‘volume’ of what someone is saying. 

Statistics about Deafness and hearing loss in the UK from Action on Hearing Loss: There are 

more than 11 million people in the UK with some form of hearing loss, or one in six of the 

population.   

 More than 900,000 people in the UK are severely or profoundly deaf.  

 There are more than 45,000 deaf children in the UK, plus many more who experience 

temporary hearing loss.  

 24,000 people across the UK use sign language as their main language - although this 

is likely to be an underestimate.  

 There are approximately 250,000 people in the UK with both hearing loss and sight 

loss. Of these 220,000 are aged 70 or over. 

 

2.4.2. History of British Sign Language  

400 years of Deaf education in the UK, from early sign-language schools onwards. Starting 

with Thomas Braidwood’s methods, which were part of what is described as the golden age 

for sign language education from 1792 to the 1860s, in Europe about teaching methods led to 

the 1880 Milan conference, where a policy of oralism was adopted. Technology came in, and 

sign language was banned from the classroom, Deaf children continued to sign in the 

playground. In the early 1900s, things began to change a bit. Sign language was re-introduced 

into Deaf education to "support" speech, as an oral method was realised as a form of failure. 

Deaf education once again had been improved a bit. The rights movement and Deaf activists 

rose in the 1980s for the human rights and language rights. Today Deaf sign-language users 

enjoy lives with full accessibility to education.  
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There were 75 Deaf schools across England, Scotland and Wales up to year 2000. By 2000 

each school was shut over the years, up to last Year in December the latest school called 

Royal School for Deaf Children, Margate in Kent closed down after 287 years.  Now we have 

21 Deaf Schools left in England, Scotland and Wales.  

2.4.3. The present situation 

 In 2015, the Consortium for Research into Deaf Education (CRIDE) conducted a survey of 

specialist educational services in the UK for deaf children1 on educational staffing and 

service provision in 2014/15 (http://www.ndcs.org.uk/document.rm?id=9693). 

2.4.4.  Summary of key findings  

 There are at least 48,932 deaf children across the UK; a reported increase of 2% over 

the past year.  

 78% of school-aged deaf children attend mainstream schools (where there is no 

specialist provision). 7% attend mainstream schools with resource provisions, 3% 

attend special schools for deaf children whilst 12% attend special schools not 

specifically for deaf children.  

 21% of deaf children are recorded as having some form of additional need.  

 Around 7% of deaf children have at least one cochlear implant whilst 3% of deaf 

children have a bone conduction device.  

 87% of deaf children communicate using spoken English or Welsh only in school or 

other education settings. 10% use sign language in some form, either on its own or 

alongside another language.  

 12% of deaf children use an additional spoken language other than English in the 

home.  

 The most common post-school destination for deaf young people is further education, 

with 74% taking this option.  

 There are at least 1,461 teachers employed as Teachers of the Deaf in services or 

resource provisions, of which 1,019 (85%) are fully qualified Teachers of the Deaf.  

 The number of qualified Teachers of the Deaf in services or resource provisions across 

the UK has increased by 1% in the last year. There remains a long-term decline of 6% 

over the past five years.  

 On average, each peripatetic Teacher of the Deaf has a theoretical caseload of 47 deaf 

children each.  

 There are at least 1,653 other specialist support staff working with deaf children across 

the UK, a reported 11% increase since last year.  

 

As can be seen from the summary a large proportion of Deaf children now attend mainstream 

schools with the number of specialist Deaf schools falling dramatically.  This in part is due to 

the numbers now having cochlear implants and cost cutting exercises. 
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At present there are about 14,000 implant users in the UK, and about 700 adults and 550 

children are implanted each year. 

3. Research methodology and data 

During the kick-off meeting in Lisbon (December 5-6, 2015), the Portuguese partner "The 

Factory" presented a questionnaire. This was discussed by the partners and changed according 

to the suggestions made during the meeting. The English version of the questionnaire was put 

on Google Drive by the project coordinator who then informed the partners about it. The 

questionnaire was then translated into the written languages of the partner countries. In order 

to make them accessible to the deaf community, the questions were also filmed in the 

respective national sign languages and the videos were added into the questionnaires. By 

clicking on the name of a country one can access these questionnaires: 

 

 Austria 

 Portugal 

 Turkey 

 United Kingdom 

 

As soon as the questionnaires were accessible via the Internet, various national organizations 

and institutions were informed by the partners and invited to participate in the survey. As 

means of distribution of the questionnaire, the partners used the social media (such as 

Facebook) and different web pages; schools for the deaf were visited as well as deaf 

associations. In addition, the deaf collaborators of the partners were asked to disseminate this 

information among their friends and acquaintances. As is known from experience, this is a 

very good way to spread news throughout the deaf community. The hearing collaborators 

took over the task to inform the hearing sign language community. As the situation differs in 

all four partner countries, each partner adapted his way of informing about the questionnaire 

according to the national situation/needs. 

 

Number of questionnaires 

Altogether 270 questionnaires were answered:  

Austria:      42 

Portugal:     51 

Turkey:      150 

United Kingdom:  27  

 

In this report the summary of the four partner analyses and the conclusions for the sign 

language courses to be developed are presented. The analysis for each partner country can be 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/10u0nMbeMMitXbBlG-c8q33VwDCPxTIuJpZtUL0q1RR0/edit?usp=drive_web
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1UUgT4WpA4THA3f3nrKw4sdOHVJ9e6lBMEPYV8nX0l3M/edit?usp=drive_web
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1_lZTNzxWEZKhDEBADUIpVA-ro8yP--4YxMguJEgbg4s/viewform?edit_requested=true
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1mm8PyLdF_jPRxrrqUw1nsFJ0QhZuZlMcFVbAagoeQ3o/edit?usp=drive_web
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found as attachment number 1-4 to this report. The analysis of the questionnaires was 

presented and discussed during the second partner meeting in Klagenfurt (April 25-26, 2016).  

3.1. Personal data 

3.1.1. Age of the respondents 

 

 
Illustration 1: Age of the respondents 

 

As can be seen in the graphic, the majority of the respondents in all four partner countries is 

between 16 and 44 years old. Those younger than 16 years old and older than 45 years old 

have the lowest response rate. 

3.1.2. Gender of the respondents 

 

 
Illustration 2: Gender of the respondents 

 

2% 

27% 

24% 

28% 

13% 

6% 

Age 

Up to 16 

16 to 24  

25 to 34 

35 to 44 

45 to 54  

55 to 65 

39% 

61% 

Gender 

Male 

Female 
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In all four partner countries, the number of female respondents is considerable higher than 

that of male respondents; though some differences among the partners can be seen: Austria 

has the highest rate of female respondents (76%), followed by PT (63%), UK (59%) and TR 

(57%). 

These high percentages in Austria, Portugal and Turkey are due to the fact that teachers, 

interpreters and other people working or involved with the deaf/deaf issues are mostly female. 

The same is true for the United Kingdom, where there are more females supporting and 

teaching within the Deaf population that was targeted.  

3.1.3. Nationality of the respondents 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In all four partner countries, the majority of the respondents are residents of the respective 

countries. In Austria, Portugal and Turkey a very small number with another nationality 

answered the questionnaire (altogether 5 people). 

3.1.4.  Educational background 

 

 

 

Illustration 4: Educational background 
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The majority of the respondents is highly qualified with having either a university degree or a 

completed secondary education. Only few have an incomplete secondary education. This 

result seems somehow unexpected at first glance because, as it is known, the Deaf do have 

difficulty achieving a higher education. It must be stated that this is not due to the fact that 

they are less intelligent than hearing students, but simply due to the fact that in most European 

countries the educational system for the Deaf is somewhat less than perfect and deaf children 

hardly have the same educational opportunities as hearing children.  

 

On closer examination however it can be seen that in Austria, where the majority of the 

respondents is highly qualified, there is a strong correlation with the hearing status “hearing”. 

Although ÖGS was recognized as a language in 2005 it is still not seen as a linguistic resource 

in Deaf education and does not have a relevant part in the curriculum for the Deaf education. 

In Austria the focus in Deaf education is still on „oral education“. There are very few deaf 

university students as well as few with a completed secondary education - although a slow 

change to the better can be seen nowadays.  

The same is true for Turkey. Here, too, the high percentage of the university degree is 

connected with "Hearing". Half of the respondents are hearing people such as administrators, 

teachers, interpreters, audiologists or parents of deaf children. In fact, the number of 

university graduates among the hearing impaired in Turkey is low.  

 

The situation seems to be different in Portugal and in the United Kingdom: 

In Portugal 41% of the subjects have academic degrees. Actually, all the teachers of 

Portuguese Sign Language and interpreters of Portuguese Sign Language have an academic 

degree, they cannot perform the profession without this degree and many of these teachers are 

deaf.  

 

In the United Kingdom, the majority is highly qualified which is remarkable, as 66% of the 

respondents have a profound hearing loss. Most of the respondents had completed their 

secondary education. This is related to the fact that no under 16s had taken part in the survey. 

The fact that most respondents completed their secondary educations does not necessary mean 

they gained qualifications.  So we cannot assume this from this question.  So in this case 74% 

completed secondary education but we do not know what qualifications they achieved. 
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3.1.5. Hearing loss 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 5: Hearing loss 

As regards the hearing loss, the respondents can be classified into two groups: Those who 

have a profound or severe hearing loss, which are the majority of the respondents (51%) and 

the second group are those with a slight or no hearing loss (49%). This classification is 

relevant in connection with the language acquisition: As it is well known, the first group 

strongly depends on a sign language to be able to gain language competence and to 

experience a normal general development. For them it is not possible to learn a language via 

the auditive channel. If the communication is exclusively performed in spoken language, a 

major part of the acoustic information cannot be perceived by the deaf or severe hearing-

impaired child and consequently cannot be cognitively processed. Information which does not 

reach the child is information missing in his/her development and the general development of 

the child is at risk. To avoid language deprivation, these children need a language which is 

totally accessible to them – namely, a sign language. A sign language guarantees that these 

children have the possibility to develop a functioning communication system and go through a 

normal general development.  

For the second group the acquisition of a spoken language is no problem at all; even people 

with a slight hearing loss can acquire a spoken language without showing any deficits.  

 

A closer look at the national data reveals differences among the partners: Austria and Turkey 

have the highest rate of hearing respondents (both 50%); whereas the highest percentages for 

respondents with a profound hearing loss can be seen in the United Kingdom (66%) and 

Portugal (53%). 
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3.1.6. Age at which hearing loss was detected 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 6: Detection of hearing loss 

In most cases, the hearing loss was detected at birth or before the kid was 3 years old (40%). 

This is a very important fact, as for the general development of a child linguistic input during 

the first 36 months of life is important. The sooner a hearing loss is detected, the sooner 

support can be organised and the better are the chances for a child to lead a normal life with 

regard to education, work and social life. 

It seems that the National New-born Hearing Screening Program (NNHSP), which is now 

obligatory in all four partner countries, seems to show a positive effect. But again, differences 

among the partners can be seen: The highest percentage in the area “Detection at birth” can be 

seen in the United Kingdom (48%), followed by Austria and Portugal (both 26%) and Turkey 

with 17%.  

In the United Kingdom at present babies are tested for hearing loss around three days after 

birth and again later if any problems are detected.  This was not the case years ago. Since the 

majority (78%) come within the age group 16 to 44 years of age, procedures would have 

picked up any hearing loss. Some of the older respondents could possibly have been missed 

due to the lack of testing. 

As for Austria, a screening was already recommended in 1995 but it only came into 

nationwide practice in 2003. Since this time, all new-borns have an obligatory screening on 

both ears; before that, it was just one ear and only babies at risk were examined. This means 

that all children with a severe hearing loss from hearing parents were not registered. 

In Portugal 67% of the respondents have a profound or a severe hearing loss, but the hearing 

impairment was detected at birth for only 26% of these kids. This percentage must be seen in 

connection with the age of the respondents, too: only 8% are younger than 16 years and 22% 

are in the age group “16 to 24”; it can be assumed that these children are the ones who 

profited already from the NNSHP in Portugal. 
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The low percentage in Turkey might be due to the fact that the NNHSP had begun at the end 

of 2003 and spread out slowly through all of Turkey. Some of the hearing respondents in 

Turkey did not answer the question as it seemed obvious to them that if they don’t have a 

hearing loss, there is no need to answer this question.  

According to this data the system for the detection of a hearing loss at a very early age (after 

birth) seems to be functioning at best in the United Kingdom. 

3.1.7. How old were you when you started using your national sign 

language? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to the data, most respondents started to use a sign language when they were over 

18 years old. This high percentage dates back mainly to the data from Austria and Turkey: in 

both countries there is a high number of hearing respondents which represent the main part of 

those learning the national sign language when they were older than 18 years. In Austria this 

is true for 48% of the respondents and in Turkey for 40%. 

On the other hand, in Portugal 46% of the subjects responded that they acquired the 

Portuguese Sign Language before 4 years of age. This is linked to early detection of deafness 

(by more than half of the children the hearing loss was detected before they were 3 years) and 

referral to early intervention teams and to deaf schools, which allows an early acquisition of 

Portuguese Sign language  - Portugal has the most respondents (67%) with a profound or 

severe hearing loss.  

In the United Kingdom 26% started to learn their national sign language when they were over 

18 years old. Considering the fact that 70% had a profound or severe hearing loss, this rate 

seems rather low. If we combine those who had no hearing loss and those detected after 3 
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Illustration 7: Age starting to use SL 
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years of age it results in 26%; the same figure for those starting to use sign language after 18 

years of age. There was no compulsory teaching of sign language in schools so in a lot of 

cases it is the parents who taught their children sign language. 

In Austria only 19% (lowest rate of all partners) of the respondents started to use sign 

language under 4 years old – this is in accordance with the „oral tradition” and oral education 

of deaf children in Austria. 

3.1.8. What kind of job do you have? 

 

It seems the professions offered as answers in the questionnaire were not extensive enough, as 

27% of the respondents did not have one of the professions mentioned in the questionnaire. In 

the United Kingdom, for example, the majority of the respondents are students (33%).  

Alltogether, sign language trainers and teachers are the most frequent professions, especially 

in Portugal and Turkey, whereas in Austria most respondents work as Support worker. As has 

been mentioned before, in the United Kingdom Students are the majority. The percentage for 

unemployed people is rather low, the highest rate can be seen in Turkey, Portugal has a very 

low rate and in Austria and the United Kingdom, none of the respondents is unemployed. 
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3.1.9. Summary 

This survey was meant to reach the sign-language community, which includes all people who 

use a sign language as first or preferred language and/or use it for professional reasons. If this 

survey would have been aimed at the Deaf community only, a significant portion of people 

using a sign language would not have been reached. It is not the hearing status which is 

important, but the fact that a sign language is the means of communication - and this includes 

deaf, hard of hearing and hearing people as well. For the Deaf, a sign language is the only 

language which guarantees a barrier-free access to information and knowledge. Hard of 

hearing people often use a sign language, as they cannot acquire spoken language sufficiently 

enough to communicate with hearing people in a normal way. Their spoken language often is 

unintelligible to people, who do not know them, which puts them in frustrating situations over 

and over again. Most of the hearing people using a sign language do it for professional 

reasons, or they are a CODA (Child Of Deaf Adults) or a parent of a deaf child.   

As reported by the partners, in all four countries Deaf education is still not optimal and not 

equivalent to that of hearing children. According to the data it seems that the situation is the 

best in the United Kingdom and Portugal but that in Austria and Turkey there is still a lot of 

work to do. In all four countries further efforts must be made to improve the educational 

situation of the Deaf. Although this might be very difficult with the CI being heavily 

promoted in all countries. Other common results are: 

- Most respondents are between 14 and 44 years old, female and residents of the 

respective countries.  

- Respondents with a considerable hearing loss (51%, profound or severe) and those 

without (49%, slight or no) nearly balance each other, which shows the strong interest 

of the hearing in this matter and the importance of including them in this survey. 

- The majority of the respondents is highly qualified. This result is influenced by the 

large number of hearing respondents. 

- The detection of a hearing loss happened in most cases before the child was 3 years 

old (40%), but there are differences among the partners: the best result can be seen in 

the United Kingdom, followed by Austria and Portugal (same percentages) and 

Turkey (lowest percentage). Now all new-born benefit from the obligatory National 

New-born Hearing Screening Program (NNHSP), this means that under normal 

circumstances a hearing loss should be detected immediately after birth. 

- The high percentage of respondents who started to use a sign language when they 

were older than 18 years is influenced by the data from Austria and Turkey - in both 

countries half of the respondents are hearing. 

- The most common professions are sign language trainers, teachers and support 

workers.  
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3.2.  Survey of the trainings needs 

3.2.1. When you participate in international events or need to contact deaf 

people in other countries, how do you communicate? 

 

 

Those respondents who were/are participating in international events, conferences etc. use(d) 

in most cases a mixture of mime and the sign language of the own country, closely followed 

by the national sign language only. Quite common is the use of International Sign, few use 

sign supported language and even fewer use written or oral language as means of 

communication at international events. There are slight differences among the partner 

countries: 

In Portugal, most of the subjects reported to communicate in the sign language of their own 

country (36%) and through International Sign (32%). In the United Kingdom, the majority 

(42%) uses a mix of mime and their own sign language or only their own sign language 

(27%). According to the partner from the United Kingdom, this clearly indicates that the 

respondents did not know a second foreign sign language or International Sign. The fact that 

none used written language would indicate that none of the respondents knew a foreign 

language. A second sign language is not taught in the UK. On the other hand, in Austria most 

respondents use a mix of more than two methods, fewer use a mix of mime and their national 

sign language only. In Turkey, most respondents use a mix of mime and the sign language of 

their own country, followed by the sign language of their own country only. 

8% 

34% 

17% 

23% 

10% 

3% 
5% 

Means of communication 

Various 

Mixture of mime and SL of my country 

International Sign 

Sign language of my country 

Sign supported language 

Written language 

Oral language 

Illustration 9: Means of communication 



    Give me a Sign 

22 

It should be noted that most of the time when deaf people do not know International Sign or 

do not have any other common language, they create their own code of communication, by 

using e.g. their national sign language mixed with internationally used signs and signs from 

another sign language they might know.  

This outcome clearly shows a deficit in the means of communication for the Deaf community. 

As they do not have the possibility to learn a foreign (sign) language as hearing people do, 

they have to find a kind of compensation to be able to communicate with foreign-language 

Deaf. One of the consequences of these “alternative methods” is a communication prone to 

errors, which does not allow smooth conversations and discussion between two people and 

therefore represents a communication barrier to them. 

3.2.2. Would you benefit from learning another sign language as a foreign 

language? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the majority of the respondents (91%) it would be either essential or it might be useful for 

the future to learn another sign language. Only two respondents did not answer the question. 

This reflects that in all four partner countries the Deaf community increasingly wants to 

communicate with people from other countries and they feel the need of learning foreign sign 

languages. 

3.2.3. Which sign language would you like to learn? 

The respondents had the possibility to choose either one of the partners’ sign languages and/or 

another sign language, which they could name themselves.  

As for the partners’ sign languages, British Sign Language seems to be the most attractive 

foreign sign language to the respondents. The other three sign languages seem to be - at least 

43% 

48% 

9% 

Benefit of another SL 

Yes, it is essential for me 

It might be useful to me in 
the future 

It is not really necessary for 
me 

Illustration 10: Benefit of another SL 
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in this project phase - not that tempting. This might change during the project duration when 

these sign languages 

will be better 

known in the 

partners’ countries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Regarding Other sign languages, there seems to be a great interest in learning American Sign 

Language, the second place goes to International Sign (cf. illustration below, note: the 

numbers do not show the percentages but the number of mentions). 
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This interest in learning American Sign Language might be founded in the fact that ASL is 

the most publicized sign language in the world e.g. through conferences, materials and the 

internet. 

3.2.4. Why would you like to learn a foreign sign language? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The main reason to learn another sign language is for Professional reasons: the highest 

percentage for this can be seen in Austria (55%), followed by Portugal (35%). This can be 

explained by the following needs of the respondents: 

- to participate in congresses, events and in international projects; 

- to study in another country; 

- emigration to another country. 

As Austria is a small country with few professional opportunities for the Deaf, the thought of 

emigration, especially to Germany, seems to be tempting to some of them. With the 

increasing number of international EU-projects and events the Austrian Deaf are being more 

and more involved internationally, hence the wish to learn a foreign sign language. Another 

factor having influence that Professional reason is the main reason can be seen in the fact that 

in Austria half of the respondents are hearing and work e.g. as interpreters for the deaf. There 

is a very strong demand from this group for these courses, which again is connected to the 

fact that more and more of the Austrian Deaf are internationally active. 
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Illustration 13: Reason to learn another SL 
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In the United Kingdom (27%) and Turkey (23%), less respondents want to learn a foreign 

sign language for Professional reason. In the UK, the preference for learning a foreign sign 

language was split between Professional, Holiday and Pleasure reasons (all on 27%). This 

may relate to the jobs and qualifications of the respondents. In Turkey, 32% of the 

respondents answered that they would like to learn a new sign language simply for the 

pleasure of learning. However, the percentages of the other reasons for learning a foreign sign 

language are close to each other (16% to 23%). 

3.2.5. Would you like to see the development of a training course for 

learning other sign languages, with common content in the different 

languages available? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The majority of the respondents wants a training course with a common content. In Portugal, 

Turkey and the United Kingdom between 88 and 92% are of this opinion. Only for 55% of the 

Austrians it would not matter if there is a common content or not, but at least 45% would 

prefer it. 
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Illustration 14: Common course content 
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3.2.6. How would you like to start learning another sign language? 

 

 

In all four partner countries, the majority of the respondents would prefer that the course 

consists of a combination of face-to-face learning and an e-learning platform. This indicates 

that the traditional face-to-face method of teaching is still widely used but there is a growing 

acceptance that e-learning methods are becoming more popular with the increase in 

respondents' access to e-learning and the technology. 

Second comes the face-to-face course, followed by e-learning only; only in Turkey some of 

the respondents would like a distance learning course, which can be explained by the size of 

the country. In addition, they may have thought that distance education will be more 

economical for them. 

3.2.7. What level of content would you like to learn? 
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According to the data, most respondents would like to start learning a foreign sign language at 

an intermediate level, closely followed by beginners’ level. A look at the national data reveals 

differences among the partners: 

In Portugal, most subjects (59%) would prefer beginners’ level. It seems, they are conscious 

of never having had contact with the foreign sign language which they want to learn. 

Apparently in the other countries this is not the case, as the percentages are considerably 

lower: in Austria 38 %; United Kingdom 33% and Turkey 22%. The reason for this might be 

the assumption of the respondents in these three countries that if they already know one sign 

language, it must be easy for them to learn another one (cf. 3.2.8). What these respondents did 

not take into consideration is the fact that the sign languages of the four partner countries 

originate from different sign language families, which means they have no historical 

relationship and therefore have little in common (cf. illustration): 
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LPG = Portuguese Sign Language; BSL = British Sign Language; ÖGS = Austrian Sign 

Language; TID = Turkish Sign Language. 

BANZL = BANZSL" (an acronym for "British Australian New Zealand Sign Language") 

instead of BSL. 98 % of the signs of BSL, Auslan and NZSL have 82% cognate (similar and 

related signs regarded as identical). Deaf people who use one of them are able to understand 

any one of them. American Sign Language and Irish Sign Language belong to the LSF 

(Langue des Signes Française) family, which is unrelated to BSL. 

 

As it has been demonstrated during the meeting with the Deaf community in Klagenfurt, even 

many of the basic signs are different in these four sign languages (video documentation 

available). "Speaking" one sign language does not automatically provide the basic knowledge 

for a foreign sign language, even if sign languages are more iconic than spoken languages. 

Seen from this perspective, it would not make much sense to start a course for foreign sign 

language at an intermediate level, when the basic is missing. 

The percentages for intermediate level are close to each other in Turkey, the United Kingdom 

and Austria (between 43% and 48%). Most people who would prefer an advanced level can 

be seen in Turkey (35%), followed by Portugal (27%), United Kingdom (19%) and Austria 

with only 9%.  

 

 

 

 

Illustration 17: Sign language families 
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3.2.8. Do you feel that it would be easy for you to learn a foreign language? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Austria, Portugal and Turkey, the majority of the respondents is of the opinion that it would 

be easy for them to learn a foreign sign language. In the United Kingdom on the other hand, 

the majority of respondents are uncertain on how easy it would be for them to learn a foreign 

language. This may be due to not accessing any foreign sign languages in the past. Certainly 

the spoken English language is the language mostly used throughout the world and the 

English tend to be relying on other people using English.  

The percentages for those who do not know if it would be easy to learn a foreign sign 

language amounts to 38%. This percentage seems to cover the respondents who want a course 

at beginners’ level (32%) and to include some of the others as well. Only few think it would 

not be easy to learn another sign language (between 15% (UK) and 4% (TR)). 
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Illustration 18: Would it be easy to learn another SL? 
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3.2.9. If you can already use a foreign language, how did you learn it? 

 

Most respondents learned another sign language through a mix of different methods, which 

are subsumed under Other. Quite a lot of respondents learned another sign language with deaf 

friends as well as by using the internet. Not very often used are sign language dictionaries, 

which comes as no surprise. In dictionaries, one can only find static pictures of signs. These 

pictures can give some idea of the sign, but for a correct production of a sign, more specific 

information is needed, e.g. movement of the hand/fingers, repetition(s), location. It is very 

hard to reproduce a sign on the basis of a written description only, whereas on the internet it is 

possible to see the sign as video (e.g. spreadthesign.com). This kind of presentation facilitates 

the learning process as it is clear from the video how the sign is produced. A video can be 

played in slow motion, be stopped and repeated as often as needed. 

Interesting is the fact that 18% of the respondents in Austria, Portugal and Turkey attended a 

sign language course, which is somehow surprising, as foreign sign language courses nearly 

do not exist. In Austria, for example, there is only one institution, “equalizent” 

(http://www.equalizent.com), who offers ÖGS courses as foreign language for immigrants 

from time to time. One possible explanation for these 18% could be that these are hearing 

respondents who learned the national sign languages in sign language courses and therefore 

have chosen this answer. 
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3.2.10. Summary  

When there is the need or wish to communicate with Deaf people from other countries, the 

Deaf have to cope with a communication barrier. In such situations the majority of the 

respondents is using a mix of different communication methods, but none of them guarantees 

a smooth and satisfactory communication. This also is confirmed by the fact that the majority 

of the respondents is convinced that learning another sign language would be beneficial for 

them. The main reason to learn another sign language is for professional reasons; the second 

most common reason is for everyday life (e.g. holiday, pleasure or social reason).  

As for the question which of the four partners’ sign languages would be interesting to learn as 

foreign language, British Sign Language was selected most frequently. It was also possible to 

name another sign language that the respondents would like to learn: in this case, ASL was 

mentioned most frequently and IS comes in second. 

A broad consensus can be seen among the respondents of the four partner countries regarding 

a common course content, which would be clearly preferred by the majority. As for the 

learning method, half of the subjects want a mix of face-to-face learning and an e-learning 

platform; a face-to-face course would be second choice and third is an e-learning platform. 

As for the course level, there is a slight majority who would like to start right away with an 

intermediate course level, closely followed by a beginners’ level. Only in Portugal the 

majority (57%) wants a course at the beginners’ level; in the other countries the percentages 

are lower. It seems that only in Portugal the respondents are aware that even though they 

know a sign language already, this does not mean that they automatically know the basics of a 

foreign sign language. To learn a foreign sign language might seem to be “easy” with regard 

to the production of the signs – but on a closer look this turns out to be a false conclusion: 

although the “tools” to produce a sign are the same in all sign languages (as are words in 

spoken languages are produced with the same “vocal articulation tools”), the way how signs 

are combined and produced (e.g. handshapes, place of articulation) differs from sign language 

to sign language, just as words in spoken languages are combined and pronounced differently 

although they have the same basis of articulation. When learning another language, it can 

make the learning process easier if the mother language and the language to be learned have 

common historical roots but if they are from different language families this is not the case - 

and the latter applies to the four partners’ sign languages. Furthermore the vocabulary of a 

sign language is of course influenced by the surrounding spoken language and one and the 

same sign in two sign languages might therefore have completely different meanings (aside 

from some very basic iconic signs). 

Those people who do already know a foreign sign language learned it through a mix of 

different methods, or - nearly to the same extent - either with deaf friends or by using the 

internet. There is a small percentage of respondents who learned a foreign sign language in a 

sign language training class. It can be assumed that these are mainly hearing people who 

learned the sign language in classes.  
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3.3. Additional comments 

Is there any other information you would like to share with us about the theme of learning               

a foreign sign language? 

3.3.1. Austria 

 Good luck with the project! 

 Great that this project is existing! 

 Looking forward to the project homepage! 

 Please, more foreign sign language courses! 

 I would be so happy, if deaf persons from other countries would come to Austria and 

teach his/her SL. I would attend the course immediately! 

 There should be exams so that people really learn for the course. 

 The content should include the culture and customs from other countries. 

 Other SL are always interesting. Nevertheless a form of communication (IS or 

something else) should be used as form of communication so that deaf persons can 

„understand“ each other. The national SL is not a priority in such situations 

 

3.3.2. Portugal 

 A very important project. 

 A good project. 

 A very interesting project. 

 A great contribution for promoting European sign languages and for co-operation 

among European deaf communities. 

 It is fundamental to have the chance to learn a foreign sign language in Portuguese 

schools, given the fact that foreign language classes are provided for hearing students.  

 A foreign SL course is extremely important. 

 I would like to participate. 

 I wish I had a chance to learn a foreign SL. 

 

3.3.3. Turkey 

 A great project! 

 It could be given as a subject in schools. 

 We always need this kind of work. 

 May I take part in this project? 

 Sign language should be taught and learned universally. 

 Certainly a great and useful project! 

 I hope that something good will occur. 

 It would be better if the video material. 

 A survey wisely thought-out! 
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 Congratulations! A very nice work. 

 Good luck in your project works… 

 

3.3.4. United Kingdom 

 Good idea for Deaf person to learn 2nd sign language. 

 Would be happy to have an exchange. Want to be equal speech and sign language. 

 Good for Equality and Diversity. 

 I think it's very useful to learn foreign sign languages if hearing or deaf people live or 

work abroad or go on holiday and meeting deaf people in different countries. 

 It's also useful for deaf people from different countries to learn our BSL if they come 

to our country. 

 I want international language to be around the world and have a certificate for that. 

 uses oral language as well as sign to aide communication 

 want to be involved in travelling abroad so this is important 

4. Conclusion 

There is a strong interest in sign language as foreign language courses from the sign language 

community! As results from this international survey the following points should be taken 

into consideration when developing the common training programme for foreign sign 

languages: 

 

 The main focus group for the training courses to be developed should be people 

between 16 and 44 years.  

 When creating the course materials it should be taken into account that the majority of 

the respondents is female, e.g. by using appropriate contexts. 

 The main reasons for learning a foreign sign language are for professional reason as 

well as for daily life (e.g. holiday, pleasure), therefore the programmes should deal 

with basic professional needs (general contexts, i.e. meetings, presentations) and 

everyday situations.  

 There should be a common course content. 

 Although there is a slight majority who would prefer to start with a course level 

intermediate, it is recommended to start with a beginners' level (cf. explanations 3.2.7. 

and 3.2.10.).  

 The course should be developed as a combination of face-to-face learning and an e-

learning platform.   


