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Abstract Deaf individuals represent a small segment of the population, yet their
recognition as third language learners in multilingual societies is increasing.
This article reviews foreign language learning, particularly English, among
deaf and hard-of-hearing learners in Iran, and examines challenges in foreign
language education and teaching methodologies. It analyzes various disability
models, including the medical and social models, and their impact on the
educational experiences of deaf individuals. The importance of sign language
as the primary language for deaf individuals is emphasized, highlighting the
need for proficiency in this language to improve their linguistic and cognitive
skills. Learning methods, such as auditory and visual techniques, are discussed
as well. Additionally, the article addresses limitations in English education in
Iran and stresses the need for teachers to be proficient in sign language, while
suggesting ways to enhance awareness of deaf culture, design curriculum
content, and create accessible educational environments.
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1. Introduction

T

he European Commission (2005) estimates that 0.1% to 0.2% of any
community is deaf, and recent research recognizes deaf individuals,
especially sign language users, as active language learners. Despite this, they
are often overlooked in foreign language education due to limited visibility

and inadequate resources (Csizér & Kontra, 2020; Kontra et al., 2015).
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In Iran, English is increasingly recognized as a vital subject for career prospects
(Rezvani et al., 2021), although the urgency of its acquisition is less pronounced than
in ESL contexts. Despite a global emphasis on special education (UNESCO, 1994;
United Nations, 2007), the specific needs of Deaf and hard-of-hearing learners in
acquiring English are frequently neglected. This article explores English learning
among Deaf and hard-of-hearing learners in Iran, emphasizing disability studies and
tailored educational methods, and advocates for a paradigm shift from viewing
deafness as a “deficit” to a “difference”. It discusses effective teaching strategies,
addresses existing challenges, and proposes recommendations for improving
educational outcomes for these learners.

2. Disability and deafness studies

Disability studies emerged in the 1970s, fueled by disability rights movements and
the increasing visibility of disabled individuals as a critique of medical and
individual pathology models (Barnes, 2020; Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2009).
Critical disability studies provide a multidisciplinary analysis of disability from
social, cultural, political, and historical perspectives (Ferguson, & Nusbaum, 2012;
Goodley, 2017). Deafness studies, a subset of disability studies, examine the
experiences, culture, language, and identity of Deaf and hard-of-hearing individuals,
along with societal attitudes toward them (Lane, 1995). This field highlights the
interdisciplinary nature of disability studies, each with distinct terminologies and
discourses (Ferguson & Nussbaum, 2012; Goodley, 2017).

Theories in disability studies revolve around the medical and social models. The
medical model views disability as a personal impairment needing correction, which
can reinforce ableism and overlook social factors (Baglieri & Shapiro, 2017;
McLaughlin, 2017; Smith et al., 2008). In contrast, recent scholarship emphasizes
societal influences, advocating for identity, agency, and empowerment by
challenging ableist cultural and institutional practices (Goodley, 2017; Katari, 2015;
Shildrick, 2020). Despite advocacy for disability rights, literature often prioritizes
theoretical frameworks over the lived experiences of disabled individuals,
particularly in education for the Deaf (Goodley, 2014). Critics argue that disability
studies are predominantly shaped by Western perspectives, which can misrepresent
diverse global contexts, emphasizing the need for studies that reflect varied
experiences and promote social justice for all individuals with disabilities (Grech,
2012).

3. Education of the Deaf: From disability to difference

The education of the Deaf has historically been shaped by two contrasting models:
the pathological model, which views deafness as a deficiency requiring correction,
and the sociocultural model, which recognizes deafness as a cultural difference and
an integral part of a linguistic minority. The sociocultural perspective celebrates
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Deaf culture as a vibrant community expressed through sign language; however,
such recognition alone is insufficient for ensuring cultural preservation, especially
since only 5-10% of deaf children are born to deaf parents, leaving most to be raised
in hearing families, thus significantly diminishing their direct engagement with Deaf
culture (Csizér & Kontra, 2020). Global approaches to Deaf education illustrate this
disparity, as seen in Norway, where the successful integration of Norwegian sign
language into early intervention programs since the 1990s has enhanced language
access for deaf children (Pritchard, 2013). In contrast, countries adhering to oralist
traditions, such as Germany and Austria, impose significant restrictions on the use
of sign language, leading to poorer educational outcomes (Krausneker, 2008).

Early language exposure is vital for successful literacy and language
development. Children who miss this critical window often struggle with these skills,
while those who learn sign language early tend to demonstrate superior reading and
grammatical abilities. Deaf education typically employs a combination of auditory
and visual methods. For instance, visual communication through sign languages, like
American Sign Language (ASL) in the U.S. and various national sign languages,
ensures complete language access (Schick et al., 2006). Deaf children born to deaf
parents generally acquire both sign language and the national written language
naturally. In contrast, those raised in hearing families often face “language
deprivation”, hindering their overall language acquisition (Hall et al., 2019). To
address these challenges, some educational strategies effectively blend spoken
language with visual communication. For example, the sign-supported speech
approach promotes speech development in noisy environments by initially utilizing
signs to emphasize mispronounced words and gradually decreasing reliance on them
as proficiency in spoken language increases (Johnson et al., 1989).

In Iran, although Iranian Sign Language (ISL) holds significance within the Deaf
community, the education system primarily emphasizes auditory methods and lip
reading, providing inadequate support for ISL in schools. Research indicates that
ISL functions as a natural language with its own grammar, often being used more
effectively than Persian among Deaf individuals. This highlights the necessity for
tailored educational strategies that respect and incorporate Deaf culture and
language, ultimately fostering better educational outcomes and community
integration for Deaf learners.

4. Teaching English to the Deaf

Teaching foreign languages, like English, is often seen as challenging for Deaf and
hard-of-hearing individuals, leading to the assumption that their involvement in
language education is unrealistic. This results in missed opportunities to develop
cognitive and socio-cultural skills (Kontra, 2019; Wight, 2015). While access to
language instruction exists, many students experience academic marginalization due
to insufficient support (European Commission, 2005). Nevertheless, Deaf students
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deserve the right to learn foreign languages and often show motivation to engage in
multilingualism (Rezvani et al., 2024).

There are three primary approaches for teaching English to Deaf individuals. One
approach uses the national sign language as the primary medium. Another relies on
an oral-based strategy that incorporates lip-reading and technology. A third method
combines English cues with culturally relevant signs, known as speech support. Each
method poses challenges, particularly the need for teachers proficient in sign
language (Barnes & Padden, 2009).

An effective strategy involves speech support, created by Oren Cornett, which
merges hand shapes with lip-reading to aid comprehension of phonemes, showing
success across multiple languages (Bement & Quenin, 1998; Chapman, 1984). The
efficacy of these methods can vary internationally. Scandinavian countries have
successfully integrated sign language into foreign language education (Pritchard,
2013), while countries with oral traditions may focus more on auditory-oral methods.
Many Deaf students and their families prefer specialized institutions that use sign
language, although some opt for inclusive education, which necessitates reasonable
accommodations (Clough & Corbett, 2000).

To better support diverse learners, educational systems must be restructured to
incorporate multiple teaching methods. Providing opportunities for students to
explore various language acquisition strategies is essential in helping them find
effective approaches aligned with their individual learning styles (Rezvani et al.,
2024). With appropriate resources and teacher support, all students can succeed in
language learning.

5. Discussion and conclusion

Language learning abilities vary significantly among individuals, especially among
Deaf and severely hearing-impaired learners who primarily use visual
communication, such as sign language. These learners face unique challenges in
acquiring spoken languages, influenced by factors such as accessibility and teaching
methods. While many Deaf learners may not achieve fluency in their national spoken
language, they often demonstrate bilingual capabilities, showcasing unique linguistic
skills. Research indicates strong motivation among Deaf and hard-of-hearing
individuals to learn foreign languages, underscoring the need for effective
educational programs tailored to their specific challenges (Rezvani et al., 2024).
Policymakers, educators, and curriculum designers must prioritize the development
of appropriate instructional materials and support strategies that facilitate foreign
language learning while recognizing the distinct linguistic potential of these
individuals.

It is essential for Deaf and hard-of-hearing learners to have the right to learn
English and fully participate in a globalized world, which requires addressing their
specific learning needs in both spoken and sign languages. Promoting effective sign
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language education necessitates providing teacher training focused on sign language
and Deaf culture, fostering a supportive classroom environment and improving
communication. Curricula should reflect the socio-cultural context of the Deaf
community to enhance engagement and ensure educational relevance, while learning
environments should incorporate Deaf cultural symbols to foster a sense of
belonging. Additionally, educational materials must mirror the experiences and
culture of the Deaf community to affirm students’ identities. Finally, raising public
awareness about Deaf culture and the specific needs of hard-of-hearing and Deaf
learners is crucial; campaigns that educate society about Deaf values and history can
promote respect and interaction. Integrating knowledge of Deaf culture and inclusive
practices into language education can facilitate foreign language acquisition and
create a richer, more diverse educational environment.
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