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1. KEY POINTS










As a key stakeholder in the drafting and implementation of the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD)1, the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) advocates for
inclusive education for deaf learners that is of high quality education with direct instruction in sign
language, access to deaf teachers and deaf peers who use sign language, and a bilingual curriculum
that includes the study of sign language.
The WFD is concerned that a growing number of countries around the world are implementing a
model of inclusive education that is not truly inclusive for deaf learners and does not meet deaf
learners’ needs.
The WFD is concerned about how the Article 24 of the CRPD, which deals with education, has been
interpreted by states parties and by the 2016 General Comment No. 4 that was issued by the United
Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD Committee)2.
The WFD is specifically troubled by the current trend in following an operational definition of inclusion
for deaf learners as placement in mainstream schools, as these are environments that often do not
provide adequate access to and direct instruction in sign language, including instruction from deaf
teachers. For many deaf learners, this type of placement does not support inclusion. This operational
definition of inclusion as placement in mainstream schools is contrary to the legislative history of
Article 24, where WFD advocated for a broad definition of inclusion where bilingual education for deaf
learners is a form of inclusive education.
The WFD recognizes that inclusive education for deaf learners can take the form of various models
and occur in a range of settings.

2. INTRODUCTION
Around the world, deaf children face struggles in education due to inappropriate learning environments.
Since the CRPD entered into force in 2006, there has been a continuing trend of placing deaf children in
mainstream schools, often without access to or direct instruction in sign language, without instruction by
deaf teachers, and without access to bilingual education. In several contexts, this trend has been
accompanied by closure of deaf schools that has had a significant impact on the achievement of inclusion
for deaf children.
1
2
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For example, in a recent study of 39 European Union countries, it was found that in 68% of the countries
surveyed, over 50% of deaf and hard of hearing pupils attend mainstream schools.3 In the USA and Canada,
the prevalence of mainstreaming ranges from approximately 80-90%.4 In these contexts, many deaf
schools have closed. A growing number of studies have noted a pronounced discrepancy in educational
performance between deaf learners and their peers5 as well as a failure by mainstream settings to meet
the language learning needs of deaf students.6
The WFD has played a central role in drafting the CRPD with special attention paid to Article 24, which
mentions sign language in several articles. As part of this process, the WFD took the position that bilingual
education for deaf learners is a form of education within an inclusive education system.7 In successive
drafts of the CRPD, an operational definition took hold where inclusion was defined as placement in
mainstream schools. However, throughout this process, a “sensory exception” for deaf, blind, and
deafblind learners enjoyed general support in terms of recognising the unique needs of these groups of
learners.8 This exception and understanding of deaf learners’ needs is also in keeping with previous and
current UN instruments, such as the 1994 Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special
Needs Education which noted “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” (par. 21)9. This perspective was also reflected in the UN Standard Rules on the
Equalisation of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities.10 More recently, the 2018 CRPD General
Comment on Equality and Non-discrimination (par. 65) states, “To ensure equality and non-discrimination
for deaf children in educational settings, they must be provided with sign language learning environments
with deaf peers and deaf adult role models.”11
Deaf learners have a unique need for instruction in sign language, opportunities to study sign language
and deaf culture, and opportunities to participate with their peers in congregated settings that allow for
linguistic and cultural development. Due to shared ontologies and experiences, deaf learners also have a
need for instruction from deaf teachers who can advocate for their students and transmit social and
cultural capital.12 These rights are outlined in Article 24(3[c]) of the CRPD, which states: ‘the education of
persons, and in particular children, who are blind, deaf, or deafblind, is delivered in the most appropriate
languages and modes and means of communication for the individual, and in environments which
maximize academic and social development.’ This type of setting appears to be deemed “segregated” in
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the General Comment,13 which works to the detriment of many deaf learners’ self-actualisation and
educational achievement through access to direct instruction in sign language and to bilingual education,
which are most often not effectively supported by mainstream settings. Moreover, Article 24(4) calls for
States Parties to “take appropriate measures to employ teachers, including teachers with disabilities, who
are qualified in sign language.” This means deaf learners’ right to have deaf teachers is supported by the
CRPD. Although the General Comment no. 4 calls for mainstream schools to provide supports for all
learners, there remains a failure to recognise the value of deaf schools and other signing spaces for deaf
learners’ opportunities to acquire sign language proficiency and literacy, and to reach their potential in
terms of educational achievement and cultural identity development. In contrast, the 2018 General
Comment on Equality and Non-discrimination (par. 65) specifically mandates provision of sign language
environments with deaf teachers.
3. DEFINING INCLUSIVE EDUCATION
The WFD recognises that scholars take a range of positions with regard to a definition for inclusion.
However, a definition that focuses only on placement does not meet the criteria for inclusion. Inclusion is
the learner’s right to participate and reach their potential in public institutions such as schools.14 In other
words, inclusion is an experience, not a placement.15 With regard to deaf learners, educators must pay
special attention to the need to support language and social development as outlined in Article 24(3) and
(4), and must have awareness of sign language milestones and assessments.16 Moreover, educators must
pay special attention to deaf learners’ socio-emotional development needs that are often met by
opportunities to participate with a peer group and teachers with a shared sign language and cultural
identity.
Article 24 (4) concerns the employment of teachers qualified in sign language. The WFD calls for further
teacher education opportunities for deaf adults, who frequently face barriers to tertiary education17 but
who are crucial for enacting bilingual education programs,18 and for teacher education that supports high
levels of sign language proficiency for all teachers. At a minimum, teachers should have near-native levels
of proficiency in a sign language as described by the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages for sign languages,19 the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages Proficiency
Guidelines, and/or other standard national or regional guidelines used for language assessment in
education.20
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Article 9 of the CRPD specifies the right to a sign language interpreter to access public services. The WFD
recognises that the provision of sign language interpreters is an important part of a range of educational
options and supports that should be available to deaf learners, but stresses that an interpreter does not
replace direct instruction in sign language or a fully accessible sign language environment.21 Provision of
an interpreter is not bilingual education but rather education in a majority spoken language, mediated by
an interpreter.22
4. EFFECTIVE MODELS OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION
In order to achieve inclusive education for deaf learners, it is critical that all deaf children, regardless of
where they attend school, are able to access high-quality instruction in a sign language. This means that
accommodations such as interpreters and note takers must be accompanied by opportunities to study
with other deaf students and with teachers, including deaf teachers, who are themselves fluent in sign
language, by the provision of bilingual learning materials, and by opportunities to study sign language as
a school subject.23 A central issue for achieving quality inclusive education for deaf learners is the provision
of teacher education that supports deaf candidates’ achievement of teaching credentials, teachers’
proficiency in a sign language, knowledge and development of quality bilingual curricula and pedagogy,
and awareness of the need for high expectations for deaf learners as bilingual learners. There is also a
need for schools to support parent and deaf community engagement.
As described by several recent international studies,24 effective models of inclusive education for deaf
learners include quality deaf schools which employ a high proportion of signing deaf teachers and
administrators. Deaf schools can also provide supports and resources to deaf learners enrolled in
mainstream schools, including access to a signing peer group and to deaf teachers.25 For deaf children
living in rural areas, the role of deaf schools in supporting mainstream school environments may be
especially crucial, as they can support distance learning and opportunities to attend a deaf school on a
part-time basis.26
Inclusive education for deaf learners can also include co-enrolment models where a team of deaf and
hearing teachers provide simultaneous instruction in sign language and spoken language to classrooms of
deaf and hearing students.27 A co-enrolment model may also involve the formation of a bilingual program
for deaf learners in separate classrooms within a mainstream school.28 In these settings, it is important
for non-deaf learners to also receive instruction in sign language.
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In each of these models, it is essential that deaf teachers enjoy an equal role with hearing teachers and
that all teachers have near-native sign language fluency. Moreover, deaf learners should have access to a
sign language curriculum in addition to the mainstream curriculum, and receive diplomas and access to
further educational opportunities that are equal to those available to mainstream students.29 Deaf
learners should also have access to a spoken language curriculum that takes a deaf perspective in learning
a spoken language; i.e., as primarily a written language and with sign language as a basis for learning.
5. CONCLUSION
Human rights instruments that focus on disability rights often take an individualised approach that runs
counter to the aims of deaf communities who desire recognition of sign languages and provision of
bilingual education for deaf children. The CRPD, with its explicit recognition of deaf learners’ linguistic and
cultural identity needs, has offered an exception to this approach. However, recent interpretations of
Article 24 of the CRPD in regard to education suggest that a stronger focus is needed in terms of the
recognition and achievement of the human right to sign language in education.
The WFD urges states parties and related bodies to take special care with interpreting the principles of
inclusive education as they relate to deaf learners and to work to ensure that sign languages and the
linguistic identity of deaf communities are promoted in inclusive education systems.
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Union of the Deaf; Ms Marieke Kusters, Doof Vlaanderen; Dr Joseph Murray, World Federation of the Deaf; National Association
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