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How can sign language be implemented into mainstream schools to promote inclusion? 

 

 This essay will discuss how sign language can be implemented into mainstream schools to 

promote inclusion. In aid of this I will consider the current relationship between mainstream 

schools and education for deaf children. I will also consider the barriers that may exist when 

discussing the inclusivity of deaf children in education. I am aware that this may be a 

sensitive topic, therefore it is important that I disclose that I will use the term ‘deaf children’ 

in this report rather than ‘hearing impaired’ as commonly used in the research I refer to. 

This topic will discuss the inclusivity of children that may have a slight hearing loss or have 

no hearing ability at all and therefore sign language is their first language.  

 

There is a clear need for an inclusive practice for deaf children within mainstream schools, 

as 85% of deaf and hearing-impaired children are being educated in mainstream settings 

(NCDS, 2010). Therefore, it is imperative that policies are exercised correctly so deaf 

children can receive specialist and tailored support (The Department of Education, 2011). 

Policies under The Department of Education (2011) state that deaf children should receive 

one to one support. However, Knight and Swanwick (2002) suggest that this type of support 

still prevents deaf children from receiving the same sense of inclusion as their hearing peers, 

as they are taught on a one to one basis where inclusion is limited. Such policies may also be 

implemented ineffectively as it has been found that many educators skills in signing 

compromise how much the children are able to understand (Frederickson, 2009). This is 

emphasised by Brennen (1999 cited in Grimes et al., 2007) who suggests that although there 

are policies in place for deaf children which has allowed specialists units to be available, the 

support can be redundant as majority of the information is conveyed in spoken English.  

 

 

There has been concerns that signing such as British sign language (BSL)  is not recognised or 

valued as a language (NDCS 2010). This is evident in clause 10 of the Children, Schools and 

Families Bill. ‘Clause 10: Areas of learning’ (House of Lords, 2010). The clause encourages 

primary schools to not utilise sign language which stops the language from receiving the 



same value as French (NCDS, 2010). However, there is hope that this will change as 

Parliament is interested in implementing sign language into the National Curriculum in the 

U.K (HC Deb 8 March 2018). This is since a petition was brought forward to the House of 

Commons. Although 100,000 signatures are needed before a petition can be considered 

further in parliament (HC Deb 8 March 2018) there are not 100,000 people using BSL in the 

U.K, therefore it would be difficult for the petition to gain so many signatures (HC Deb 8 

March 2018). This highlights the challenges that minorities face having their voice being 

heard and evidence how they have to rely on others advocating on their behalf. 

Nevertheless, the discussion in parliament suggests that there has been development in 

education regarding deaf children, as BSL is clearly being valued at present time as it is 

subject of the proposed revision of the National Curriculum and Parliamentary Debate. This 

also emphasises the importance in researching this topic.  

 

In summary the current policy proposal need to be implemented effectively to ensure all 

children are receiving an inclusive practice. It could be suggested that policy itself should be 

revised which may be more effective. Hopefully BSL will be recognised and valued as a 

language as there is now conversation in Parliament regarding the revision of the National 

curriculum to promote inclusivity for deaf children.  

 

Why is sign language is valuable and for whom? 

 

Introducing sign language into mainstream schools is essential for deaf children as it allows 

them to work at the same academic rate as their hearing peers, rather than working in a 

different curriculum as at a special needs school (Marschark, 2007). The integration of sign 

language would also further social skills, providing deaf and hearing children with the 

opportunity to socialise (Swanwick, 1998). These opportunities to socialise will reduce any 

feelings of isolation, as the deaf children will have feelings of self-acceptance resulting in 

their self-esteem increasing (Swankwick, 1998). As the language barrier will be minimised 

between hearing and deaf peers, communication will be more effective in and outside the 

classroom, allowing the deaf children to feel a sense of inclusion (Khosrow-Pour, 2004). 

Deaf children experiencing communication at a young age prepares them for the real world 

in the future and provides them will essential skills that they will use to communicate with 



in their adult like (Nanda, 2008). The implementation of sign language can be advantageous 

for hearing peers as it develops their communication skills and allows them to learn about 

the deaf culture which can result in them being more understanding towards special needs 

(Swanwick, 2012). It will also provide hearing children with a method of communicating 

with deaf children, allowing them to make more peers which will build their self-esteem 

(Swanwick, 2012). The sense of inclusion that can be created from sign language will have 

long-term benefits for children as it will give them a voice and allow them to communicate 

effectively (Nanda, 2008). Being able to communicate effectively is essential for deaf 

children as it can be advantageous for their well-being as their self-esteem is built, they can 

feel a sense of happiness and inclusivity. It will also help reduce the negative prejudices that 

come from the social model of disability (Duncan, Yuill. and Crinson, 2010). If the deaf 

community are able to communicate effectively it will enable them to be seen as a part of 

society and not as their own society, enabling social inclusivity (Duncan, Yuill. and Crinson, 

2010).   

 

It is clear that deaf adults value the use of sign language when reflecting upon their school 

experiences. When sign language was being implemented in their everyday education, they 

felt a sense of inclusion through shared culture (Zand and Pierce, 2011). Zand and Pierce 

(2011) found that this sense of same culture motivated the deaf adults to achieve their 

goals. Bower (2006) also recognises the sense of shared culture being imperative to one's 

success of inclusion. For example, many found that when sign language and the deaf culture 

was recognised peers and teachers would accommodate to include the deaf individuals 

(Bower, 2006). Such examples would include ensuring that body language or lip reading 

could be conducted effectively (Bower, 2006). Olivia (2004) supports Bower (2006) by 

suggesting that deaf adults valued the implementation of sign language as it would create 

awareness of the deaf culture and created a sense of self-acceptance and solidarity amongst 

peers and teachers. She also found that it built their self-esteem for future scenarios in their 

adult life (Olivia, 2004). However, when a lack of value was demonstrated towards the deaf 

culture through suggestions of speech therapy, it made the deaf community feel inferior to 

their hearing peers (Olivia, 2004)  

 



The implementation of sign language can be advantageous for teachers as they are able to 

support children to the best of their ability through building relationships (Marshark, 2007). 

For example, signing in schools will provide teachers with the opportunity to communicate 

with deaf children which allows them to identify the child’s strengths and areas for 

development and support (Marshark, 2007). This will provide the teachers with an 

understanding of what they need to do to increase a sense of inclusion for their deaf 

students (Marshark, 2007). Deaf children will feel part of an inclusive community if they are 

able to communicate and receive information accurately and Cigman (2007) suggests that 

with the aid of sign language in mainstream schools, deaf children will be able to feel 

included socially and academically. This relays Khosrow-Pours (2004) understanding that 

sign language will reduce the language barriers in and outside of the classroom, allowing 

friendships and relationships to build which are essential for an inclusive practice. 

 

It is important to acknowledge that the implementation of sign language could also be 

beneficial for parents as it could minimise concerns in regard to their child’s education: 

 

‘Her parents were concerned that her education should be in sign as that was her 

preferred way of communicating but it was also important to them that she should 

attend mainstream school’ (Watson, Powers and Gregory, 2012 p.33).  

 

Watson, Powers and Gregory (2012) convey the concerns that many parents have of 

wanting their child to be in a mainstream setting but also be able to communicate in their 

preferred language which allows them to experience an inclusive practice with their hearing 

peers. Beazley and Moore (2012) support Watson, Powers and Gregory (2012) by suggesting 

that the use of sign language minimises pressures that parents may face to disregard the 

use of sign language when wanting to place their child in a school where they can be 

inclusive with hearing peers. The minimisation of these concerns encourages parents to 

create a trusting relationship with their children’s teachers and professionals which allows 

parents and teachers to work alongside one another (Beazley and Moore, 2012). The mutual 

understanding of sign language between professionals and parents can encourage the use 

of sign language for the child in the home and schools setting which can help further the 

child’s communication skills (Brentari, 2010).  



 

An example of a school that implemented sign language 

 

When promoting inclusion for deaf children through the implementation of sign language it 

is important that there is consistency and value for the deaf community (Gedge, 2016). 

These factors are considered by both Noon (2016) and Boisseau (2011) who demonstrated 

effective inclusion. Therefore, it could be suggested that The Department of Education in 

the U.K should enable the opportunities for the below academic’s methods to be trialled in 

an English context to minimise the barriers that may exist when implementing sign language 

to promote inclusion for deaf children.  

 

Mainstream schools in Burkino Faso (B.F) pursued the following process in an attempt to 

gain an inclusive setting for deaf children. The first step that B.F undertook was to observe 

the classroom and facilities available (Boisseau, 2011). Noon (2916) supports Boisseau 

(2011) and suggests that it is essential to examine the setting and ensure it is appropriately 

equipped to support deaf children effectively. Once the environment is suitable for the 

children, it is then imperative to hire effective educators who are highly skilled in signing 

(Boisseau, 2011). Boisseau (2011) suggests that the teachers should be skilled in sign 

language and speech therapy in aid to support the children. This is supported by Noon 

(2016) and Marschark (2007) who suggest that it is important that teachers are skilled in 

sign language so that they can build positive relationships with the children to encourage 

communication. The process in B.F also closely includes parents. They believe that 

professionals should work closely with parents to ensure that children receive a consistent 

model of support through their school and home life (Boisseau, 2011). All of the steps above 

aided the children to have a supportive environment and highlights how there are so many 

different factors that need to be considered when creating an inclusive environment for 

children, so I propose there needs to be further research into this topic. 

 

Barriers that may exist when implementing sign language 

 

It is evident that there are significant barriers to consider when implementing sign language 

into mainstream schools to promote inclusion. Beazley and Moore (2013) suggest that these 



barriers that exist for deaf children in schools are the reason to why deaf adults face barriers 

later on in their life. An obvious barrier to the implementation of sign language for the 

promotion of inclusion for children in mainstream schools is how the teachers will be 

educated for the effective implementation of sign language. It is essential that the 

professionals are adequately skilled in signing, so information can be relayed to and 

between the children effectively within the setting (Knight and Swanwick, 2002).  Therefore, 

there will be need of commitment and funding from the government to ensure training can 

be provided. The professionals will work as educators of the deaf culture, whilst educating 

themselves and hearing peers which will minimise any negative views that deaf children are 

challenging children ‘not as hard working, and some would be better in a special school’ 

(Marschark and Tang, 2012 p.346). Professionals will also have to consider the different 

models of signing that may vary between children and encourage the use of sign language in 

the home (Frederickson, 2009). To ensure this can happen it is important that the 

professionals work alongside the parents to ensure that all children are sharing a similar 

model and consistency of sign language through their school and home life (Frederickson, 

2009). 

 

Another barrier that needs to be considered when implementing sign language for the 

purpose of inclusion is the misunderstanding of the term ‘inclusion’ itself. There are many 

different interpretations and understandings of the term inclusion, therefore we need to 

clarify and create a shared understanding of what inclusion means to ensure all children 

experience effective inclusion. Powell (2016 p.54) describes inclusion as ‘spending most of 

the schools’ day in general classes’. However, it is important to understand that there are 

other factors that need to be considered when discussing inclusion such as: communication 

aids, team-work, positive atmosphere, skilled teachers and consistency (Gedge, 2016). It 

could be argued that we cannot effectively promote inclusion, if we do not have a shared 

understanding of what inclusion is. It is evident that many professionals consider the 

academic side, neglecting the social side and general classroom factors when discussing 

inclusion and education as demonstrated by Powell (2016). When I started studying Early 

Childhood Studies, I similarly thought the academic side was the most important factor for 

children through their school life. I have since developed my thinking and I am aware that 

social activities and communication skills are as essential as academic development for the 



inclusion of deaf children in mainstream schools. I believe that the implementation of sign 

language will be advantageous for inclusivity as it will allow information to be conveyed 

between hearing and deaf individuals, whether its socially or academically. When promoting 

inclusion for deaf children in mainstream schools through methods such as sign language it 

is important to consider that it may lead to some implications for hearing children. For 

example, it could disturb the curriculum and everyday learning for hearing children, as 

Powell (2016) suggests some children are not suitable for inclusion.  

 

In conclusion, it is evident that there is a great issue in the U.K that prevents deaf children 

from being in an inclusive educational setting. It is clear we are yet to discover a process or 

environment in which deaf children can be included academically and socially. Therefore, I 

propose there needs to be further research done into how children can experience inclusion 

through methods of implementing sign language. The current conversation in the House of 

Commons regarding the implementation of sign language indicates that this will be an 

ongoing conversation that will be advantageous for deaf children in education which will 

lead to policy change. Therefore, I anticipate that the value of the implementation of sign 

language in schools outweighs the current barriers further supporting the initiative of 

implementing sign language into the National Curriculum with the help of understanding 

the term ‘inclusion’.  
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