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Abstract 
 

In the last years an increasing number of deaf students are educated 
with hearing students in classrooms (Antia, et al., 2007; Marschark, 
et al., 2005). If deaf students gain access to education through an 
interpreter, it is assumed that they will enhance their future quality of 
life and be better able to fully realize their economic potential and 
thus contribute to society in equal measure (EU, 2010; Hintermair, 
2008). In order for policy makers to design more long term effective 
regulations and policies, one must know the possible impact on the 
quality of life of receiving education through a sign language 
interpreter.  

In this study a set of quality of life indicators was selected 
based on a literature review in the areas of quality of life, inclusive 
education, sign language interpreting in the classroom and the rights 
of sign language users. The study was limited to deaf sign language 
users in secondary and tertiary inclusive education. The selection 
contained five main domains: demographics, family, educational 
institution, interpreting services and employment. 

The selected indicators were then tested on deaf Dutch sign 
language users through two online surveys; one for deaf persons 
currently in education and one for persons who had completed their 
education. To ensure accessibility the survey questions where 
presented in Dutch Sign Language as well as in written Dutch. A 
total of 70 persons responded to the surveys. 

The results of the surveys were then compared to the 
findings in the literature on the selected quality of life indicators. The 
results revealed, among others things, that current students are less 
happy being in education with a sign language interpreter, than those 
students who were previously educated using an interpreter. In 
addition, persons in the group of former students who completed a 
higher degree of education are now all employed, versus those with a 
lower education who are unemployed. The degree of the parents’ 
involvement with the school also appears to influence the overall 
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happiness of the student. In the past parents were more involved with 
the students, resulting in more support services at school, and 
increasing the feeling of overall acceptance at school.  
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Research question 
 

The academic success of a student is among other things also related 
to their well-being (Stafford et al, 2007). The concept of well-being 
is strongly related to the student’s quality of life. If the student feels 
physically and mentally fit this will directly influence how they 
experience their quality of life (Diener, 2010a; Gilman, 2004). The 
research on the quality of life of deaf persons has explored a variety 
of aspects such as the classroom participation and increasingly in the 
last years in regard to cochlear-implanted children (Hintermair, 
2010). 

Researchers have looked at the quality of educational 
interpreters (Marschark, 2005) and the effect of different 
communication systems in inclusive classrooms on the quality of life 
(Hintermair, 2008), but little has been said about the impact on the 
quality of life of deaf persons when solely looking at having a sign 
language interpreter in regular education. 

Besides in addition to measuring the quality effect, 
governments and educational institutions focus their debate on the 
financial implications of providing interpreting services in the 
inclusive classroom. Laws regulating the use of interpreters in the 
classroom vary by country (EUD, 2010). The majority of the 
European countries do not require the educational institution to 
provide interpreting services, but give deaf persons a budget or a 
provision to arrange for their own interpreting services. There are 
also countries without any regulations concerning interpreters in 
education (De Wit, 2008a). 

As the number of deaf students in hearing classrooms 
increases, European governments face a growing demand for 
interpreters in education, and, therefore, increasing interpreting costs. 
Higher costs can dampen the willingness to subsidize such 
interpreting services (Fodok, 2010; Fevlado, 2009). 

The EU Lisbon Strategy 2000 is based on the notion that 
knowledge and innovation are the EU’s most valuable assets. 
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Investing in an individual’s education will raise his or her earning 
power and consequently a person’s economic contribution to society 
as a whole (EU, 2000). If deaf students gain access to education 
through the availability of interpreting services, it is assumed that the 
students’ future quality of life will improve and that the students will 
be better able to fully realize their economic potential and thus 
contribute to society in equal measure (Levie, 2007; Psacharopoulos, 
1972; Stevens, 2004).  

Currently there are 80 million persons in the European Union 
with a disability (EU, 2011). Of these 80 million persons, 750.000 
are deaf and use a sign language (EUD, 2010). The special 
Eurobarometer ‘Europeans and Languages’ conducted by the EU in 
2001 found that 0.2 of the respondents knew a sign language. 
Extrapolated to the European Union, this would mean 900.000 sign 
language users, but this includes not only deaf sign language users, 
but also hearing persons, such as their family, around them and 
professionals involved in working with deaf sign language users.  

In order for policy makers to design more long term effective 
regulations and policies for deaf persons in inclusive educational 
settings, one must know the possible impact on the quality of life of 
receiving education through a sign language interpreter. A set of 
related quality of life indicators can assist in the design of these 
policies. A first attempt to define this set of quality of life indicators 
is the basis of this study. This study focuses on the Netherlands and 
possible indicators are researched that possibly impact the quality of 
life of deaf persons enrolled in inclusive secondary and tertiary level 
education with a sign language interpreter. Considering the above, 
the research question this study attempted to answer is the following: 

 
What is the view of deaf persons, enrolled in inclusive 
secondary or tertiary education with a sign language 
interpreter, on their quality of life? 
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Part I: Developing a set of indicators 
 

1. Quality of life 

Quality of Life research often involves complex statistical studies. 
Due to the time limitations of this current study this form of complex 
statistical analysis was not feasible. Therefore for the first part it was 
opted to conduct a literature review and factual analysis of existing 
governmental data.  

The literature review involves the published research within 
the field of sign language interpreting, deaf students in inclusive 
education and quality of life. The factual analysis of data are the 
reports and policies obtained from the Dutch government and 
European institutions, which among others report on the number of 
deaf persons and number of deaf students enrolled in education.  

From the literature review and the existing data analysis 
quality of life indicators for deaf students in inclusive education were 
identified. In addition, through discussions with the deaf, parent, 
youth and interpreter organization, additional input was gathered to 
determine a first set of indicators.  

 
Definitions of quality of life 
The term ‘quality of life’ has several definitions and explanations 
(Hintermair, 2010). In quality of life, the general well-being of 
persons is assessed. Quality of life is strongly related to the 
subjective well-being of a person, and often referred to as 
‘happiness’ (Diener, 2010a). Subjective well-being refers to the fact 
that the person believes his or her life is desirable, pleasant and good 
(Diener, 2010a; p.1). Other terms for subjective well-being are also 
referred to in the literature as ‘life satisfaction’ (Martikainen, 2008), 
‘morale’ (McNeile, 1998) and ‘positive affect’ (Veenhoven, 1984).  

According to Diener (2010a), the area of subjective well-
being has three hall-marks: it is subjective (the experience of the 
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individual), it includes positive measures (not just the absence of 
negative factors) and it entails a global assessment of all aspects of a 
person’s life. In order to examine the quality of life of an individual 
or a group of persons, measuring the subjective well-being of the 
individual or the group is vital. This study addresses the quality of 
life of a deaf person through the perspective of their subjective 
wellbeing. 

 

� For more on Indicators of Quality of Life and European studies conducted 
on Quality of Life please see the MA thesis, resp. paragraph 1.2 & 1.3. 

 
Quality of life and deaf persons 
An important study related to this paper is the recent study of 
Hintermair (2010). Hintermair reports on the health related quality of 
life and classroom participation of deaf and hard of hearing students 
in general schools. Hintermair emphasizes the need to research the 
developments and the consequences for the quality of life for deaf 
students, due to the general trend to include deaf and hard of hearing 
students in regular schools. These intensified inclusion efforts are 
carried out by the World Health Organisation (WHO). Hintermair 
states that although some studies have been carried out, there is still 
no complete picture of the quality of life of deaf students. He 
proposes that this is due to the many factors that influence the quality 
of life and the different ways of measuring the quality of life, which 
was confirmed by Diener (2010b). The main conclusion from 
Hintermair’s study is:  
 

“Above all, the evidence that the child’s perceived quality of life 
was not related to the hearing status (even when the cochlear 
implant factor was controlled) shows that contentment with life 
and self-assurance are not determined by the degree of hearing 
ability. (…). The results of studies with adult D/HH people 
confirm this, showing that strong social and cultural embedding 
and the personal resources to achieve it are of higher relevance 
than the hearing status of the persons.” (Hintermair, 2010; p. 15) 
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In another study in 2006 Hintermair provides the following relations 
from different studies between self-esteem and satisfaction with life 
for deaf and hard of hearing persons: 

− Children of deaf parents have a higher self-esteem 
− Children who had at least one deaf parent have a higher self-

esteem 
− Children who were raised with sign language by their parents, 

rather than an oral upbringing had a higher self-esteem (also 
found by Leigh, 1999) 

− Children where parents used all communication possible (sign 
language, fingerspelling, spoken language) had a higher self-
esteem than the children who were raised strictly orally 

− Children who were provided with good communicative 
conditions in the early years and related experiences of 
acceptance had a higher self-esteem 

− Persons who are biculturated acculturated had a higher self-
esteem 

− Persons who identified strongly with other deaf and hard of 
hearing persons had a higher level of self-esteem than those 
who only identify with hearing persons. 
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2. Inclusive education 
 
Definitions of inclusive education 
Mainstream, inclusive or integrated education are terms often used in 
relation to deaf or hard of hearing students educated in regular 
schools. Stinson (1999) defines integrating as the result of 
mainstreaming and inclusion. Mainstreaming refers to the student 
being placed in a regular school but within (partly) self-contained 
classrooms; inclusive refers to the student in the regular classroom at 
all times with the other students at school. The difference is that in 
mainstream education the student adapts to the regular school and 
with inclusive education the regular school adapts to the special 
needs of the student in order to offer full participation in the 
academic development. In this study I will use the term ‘inclusive’ 
since it reflects the current trends. 
 
Deaf persons in inclusive education 
The Salamanca Statement (1994) was the most significant 
international document in the area of special education. The 
Statement declares that schools with an inclusive education are “the 
most effective in means of combating discriminatory attitudes, 
building an inclusive society and achieving education for all” (In 
Ainscow, 2006, p. 1). Since the Salamanca statement in 1994 and the 
adoption of the UN Convention for the Rights of Persons with a 
Disability (UNCRPD) in 2006, more attention is given to the 
education of children with a disability.  
There are no European statistics available on how many deaf 
students attend inclusive education with or without a sign language 
interpreter. There are some statistics published by the European 
Agency for Development in Special Needs Education (EADSNE) on 
how many compulsory school aged children students with special 
needs are in the European countries.  

For the child with a disability there are positive and negative 
sides to special and inclusive education. The children who go to 
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special schools with their peers who have a similar disability can 
relate their experiences and are socially accepted (Angelides, 2006/ 
2007). In regular schools with the diversity of disabilities, there tends 
to be less understanding and awareness of the specific needs of the 
individual child. On the contrary special education schools tend to 
have a less high academic level and teaching is slower than in the 
general schools. Overall it seems that children who go to special 
schools have social advantages; children who go to mainstream 
schools have academic advantages (Lang, 2002; Leigh, 1999). 
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3. Interpreting in inclusive classrooms 
 
Status of sign language interpreting in Europe 
This study focuses on a deaf person attending regular education with 
a sign language interpreter. In order to successfully participate in 
inclusive education the deaf person is dependent on the quality of the 
interpreting services. The quality of interpreting services is related to 
the education of the sign language interpreters and the status of the 
sign language in the country.  
 

� For more details see the MA thesis, paragraph 3.1. 
� For a description of the interpreting services in inclusive education, see the MA 

thesis, paragraph 3.2. 

 

General implications of interpreting services in inclusive 
education 
Although the aim of inclusive education is to promote academic and 
social integration, D/HH students in general schools can become 
socially isolated or have difficulties in participating academically 
(Hall, 2005; Stinson, 1999).  D/HH students in general education 
classrooms tend to have higher achievement levels than in special 
schools (Antia, 2009), but there is a concern of how actively D/HH 
students can actually participate in a hearing classroom (Antia, 2007) 
. 
 Literature indicates that regular classroom placement may 
more likely result in academic than in social integration (Stinson, 
1999). This may mean that the student will have the possibility to 
have greater academic results, but integrating socially is more of a 
challenge and generally less successful.  

Hall (2005, internet publication) positions that for a D/HH 
student social isolation is the biggest problem: “the increase in 
isolation and anxiety is caused by communication difficulties which 
are fostered by the mainstream setting.” Therefore, it is essential to 
reduce the risk of social isolation and further the development of 
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self-esteem (Leigh, 1999). Self-esteem means social success and the 
D/HH student can then make it with their hearing peers.  

According to Hall (2005) the self-esteem of the D/HH 
student is determined by the attitudes of the parents and how children 
themselves perceive their hearing difficulties compared to their 
peers, teachers and parents. The underestimation of parents and 
teachers of how little the children learn through communication is 
significant. Several studies (Kopun & Stemachowicz, 1998 
mentioned in Hall, 2005) indicated that parents and teachers 
underestimated the hearing difficulties the D/HH children themselves 
reported on. The parents and teachers did not realize that D/HH 
children do not hear daily adult conversations, or radio and TV, but 
they actually learn what is being provided or handed to them. But not 
only the attitudes of the parents play a role, also the attitudes of the 
educators are of importance. Educators tend to have low 
expectancies of the deaf student and assume that they will not be 
able to complete a university or college degree (Lang 2002). This 
negative apprehension is not a positive stimulus for the deaf student 
to actually achieve the academic degree. 

A low self-esteem among D/HH students can also be caused 
by the regular neglect or rejections by the hearing peers. The 
neglected D/HH students are not chosen by the hearing peers as one 
of their friends. When rejected the D/HH students will be regularly 
faced with negative nominations (Stinson, 1999). 

In order to reduce the risk of the D/HH student facing social 
isolation, several barriers should be removed (Woodcock, 2007) so 
their academic success can be enhanced (Lang, 2002). One of the 
steps which can be taken is to educate the children or students, and 
the parents and teachers, on the potential barriers. When one is aware 
of these barriers then more concrete actions can be taken which then 
will improve the quality of life for the deaf children (Hall, 2005). 
 The teacher has the key role in facilitating or limiting the 
communication access and participation of the D/HH student 
(Stinson, 1996).  When working with a sign language interpreter in 
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the classroom, the teacher must focus on their communication skills 
and at the same time be informed with the D/HH student on the best 
strategies for using interpreters effectively in the classroom (Antia, 
2009). 
The need for support services, such as sign language interpreters, is 
universal (Lang, 2002). It is not just placing a student in a classroom; 
the student needs communication access, classroom modifications, 
and other necessary accommodations to be successful (Antia, 2009). 
These support services create the possibility for the D/HH student to 
participate academically and socially in a regular school setting 
(Cerney, 2007; Spradbrow & Power, 2000). Spradbrow and Power 
(2000) noted that next to the support services, the student also needs 
assistance to gain the necessary skills and confidence in how to 
educate others about their difficulties or support needs. When the 
D/HH student experiences this supportive environment then he or 
she experiences less of a ‘handicap’ and has more life satisfaction 
(Gilman, 2004). 

Nonetheless, even with support services in place, there is still 
a high failure rate in college and universities (Lang, 2002). 
According to Lang (2002) the failures can be caused by learning 
through support services, leaves of absence, program lengths, 
difficulty in carrying full course loads, dissatisfaction with social life 
and changes in career interests. When a deaf student drops out of 
school, educators might have the wrong assumptions about the 
reasons that the deaf person decides to quit their academic career, 
which can also create discriminatory attitudes (Woodcock, 2007). 

The success of D/HH students in inclusive education can be 
found in the social or personal factors. These factors play a critical 
role in the success of deaf students in regular education, as well as in 
their future success in the workforce. The D/HH student needs 
qualities, such as self-awareness, persistence, self-identity, self-
efficacy, perseverance, the ability to accommodate oneself in an 
integrative environment and general maturity. Antia (2009) and Reed 
(2008) identified this for successful students as to having facilitators 
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in place and unsuccessful students’ detractors. Facilitators include 
student self-advocacy and motivation, high family and school 
expectations, families’ ability to help with homework, and good 
communication between professionals. The identified detractors 
were additional disabilities and a poor communication between the 
family and school. The above-average student was found to have 
many facilitators and the below-average student many significant 
detractors (Reed, 2008). The influence of family factors on the 
academic outcomes was confirmed by Powers (2003) as well.  
 A successful setting for social acceptance of the D/HH 
student is when the students with a hearing loss are co-enrolled with 
hearing students (Stinson, 1999). The D/HH and hearing students are 
equally taught in sign and spoken language with the use of 
interpreters and bi-lingual teachers. The number of D/HH and 
hearing students is equally divided in the class, both groups 
undergoing the same teaching and receiving the same content 
through alternating communication methods; sign and speech. 
 Except the social acceptance, academic success is also of 
importance. There are factors that have a positive influence on the 
academic success of the D/HH student. Amongst the general public it 
is assumed that one of these factors is the degree of hearing loss. 
This is also a recurring question found in the literature. Powers 
(2003) discovered that there was no relation, and Antia (2009) found 
that the degree of hearing loss is only related to reading achievement, 
not to math, language / writing or classroom academic status.  

 

Quality of interpreting services in inclusive education  
The quality of sign language interpreting in educational settings has 
been widely researched (Napier, 2005). What is of particular interest 
to this study is the impact of the educational interpreter on the life of 
the deaf person. Marschark (2005) examines the accessibility of the 
interpreting services in the classroom and the outcomes of the 
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interpreting, e.g. how much did the deaf students understand through 
the interpretation of the interpreters. The study concluded: 
 

“… deaf students do not comprehend as much as their hearing 
peers in the classroom, even when provided with highly qualified 
sign language interpreters in controlled settings where competing 
visual information is not at issue.”(Marschark, 2005; p. 74) 

 
So even with a highly qualified interpreter, full access to the 

content and social interaction in a hearing classroom can be 
challenging. The skills and knowledge of the educational interpreter 
are essential aspects that can affect the academic success of the 
D/HH student (Schick, 2005).  

Schick (2005) reports that indeed the inadequate skills of the 
educational interpreters hinder the full access to academic 
development and social interaction. It appears that the educational 
interpreter does not only need to be a technically skilled interpreter, 
but the interpreter must also possess the social and academic skills to 
perform correctly in an educational setting across all ages and 
academic levels. In her research in 1999 and 2005 Schick presents 
alarming results, where 60% of the 2100 educational interpreters 
tested are reported to have inadequate skills to provide educational 
access to the D/HH student; the interpreted messages were distorted, 
had omissions and simplifications. Schick suggests that if learning 
through an interpreter is more difficult, then interpreters working in 
educational settings should be highly qualified professionals.  
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4. The rights of sign language users in Europe 

 
In the last decade there is an increased interest to make Europe 
accessible for all European citizens1. The European organizations 
such as the European Union (EU) and the Council of Europe (CoE) 
have devoted more attention to making society accessible by 
proposing new policies and directives.  

The EU and the CoE have different roles and 
responsibilities. The EU with 27 member states is an economic and 
political union and works on the basis of treaties and according to the 
principle of subsidiarity (McCormick, 2005). At the establishment in 
1958 the focus of the EU was on trade. Now throughout the years 
this has broadened to such domains as single market trade and 
human rights.  

The Council of Europe, founded in 1949 and based in Strasbourg 
(France), has 47 member states. The primary aim of the Council of 
Europe is to create a common democratic and legal area throughout 
the whole of the continent, ensuring respect for its fundamental 
values: human rights, democracy and the rule of law (CoE, 2011). 

European rights, regulations and treaties offer a range of 
possibilities to deaf sign language users to exercise their right to 
accessibility of the European society. Although the aim of the EU is 
to provide a barrier free Europe for all European citizens, persons 
still often face the barrier in their own country by the existing or 
lacking national legislation. EU member states still have a wide 
range within the EU regulations to determine national legislation. 
Therefore in order to benefit from the possibilities provided at 
European level, deaf persons must lobby at national level to 
stimulate the use of EU measures in their own country. 
 

� For a full overview of the rights of sign language users in Europe, see chapter 4 of 
the MA thesis. 

                                                 
1 European Parliament Resolution ‘Towards a barrier free Europe for 
disabled people’, 4 April 2001 
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5. Proposed set of indicators for this study 

 
Identified domains 
The identified domains of indicators, quality of life of deaf persons, 
inclusive education, and interpreting services in inclusive 
classrooms, can be divided in five main domains: demographics, 
family, educational institution, interpreting services and employment 
(figure 1). The domains can be seen in a circular movement, 
influencing from one domain onto the next, starting with 
demographics. The demographics have an influence on the 
functioning and involvement of the family with the deaf student. 
Subsequently the functioning and involvement of the family has an 
influence on the educational placement of the deaf person and the 
acceptance and involvement of the educational institution. As a 
result this then has an influence on the provision of interpreting 
services in the school and consequently the academic success, 
learning through an interpreter, has an influence on the future 
employment career of the deaf person. 
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Figure 2 provides the same overview of the five domains but now 
with the indicators within the domains that have an impact on the 
quality of life of the deaf student in an inclusive educational setting 
with a sign language interpreter. This overview is based on the 
findings from the literature and then grouped into these domains.  

The first domain is demographics which is the factual data of 
the deaf person, such as age, and the family’s hearing status 
(Hintermair, 2010 & 2007; Powers, 2003). The demographic data is 
not something that can be altered by the deaf person themselves, 
other than possibly deciding to have a cochlear implant (CI) at a later 
age, if this had not been decided by the parents when they were 
younger. It is found that when the deaf student has one or two deaf 
parents, the deaf student will have a higher self-esteem and better 
quality of life than a person who grows up without deaf parents or 
family members (Powers, 2003). 

The second domain is family. Family factors is the first 
crucial group that has an influence on the quality of life. If the family 
is supportive and accepting of the deaf person’s disability and uses 
all communication methods possible, then the well-being of the deaf 
person will increase and thus their quality of life (Powers, 2003). 
 When the family is accepting and supportive, this will also 
be reflected on the supportive and accepting attitude of the 
educational institution, the third domain. If there is a well-established 
rapport between the family and the educational institution, then this 
has a positive influence on the well-being of the deaf student by the 
services and the support (Antia, 2009) that are provided in the 
academic as well as in the family environment. Factors that will 
further increase the quality of life are the contact with deaf peers in 
the school setting (Lang, 2002; Stinson & Walter, 1997) and 
acceptance and social integration with the hearing classmates (Leigh, 
1999; Stinson, 1999). Classmates and teachers who attempt to 
communicate directly are found to be very stimulating for the D/HH 
student (Antia, 2007; Stinson, 1996).  
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 The fourth domain is interpreting services. The educational 
interpreter must be highly qualified in interpreting skills as well as in 
social skills and educated across all academic levels to ensure access 
(Schick, 2005; Seal, 1998). D/HH student experience that alternating 
interpreters for the same subject does not have a positive effect on 
the quality of the interpreting (Stinson, 1996). In addition, the 
interpreter must be aware of not providing too much support to the 
D/HH student, which may lead to social isolation away from the 
hearing classmates (Hall, 2005; Hyde et al, 2009). 
 The last and fifth domain is employment and is the result of 
the indicators in the four previous domains. The greater the feeling 
of well-being resulting from the first four domains, the better the 
quality of life and the likelihood that the deaf person can secure 
employment. Within their employment setting the quality of life of 
the deaf person is experienced as better when they have deaf 
colleagues and accepting colleagues and support services, such as a 
sign language interpreter, is provided (Woodcock, 2007). 
 These indicators within the five domains were identified in 
the literature and European studies to be the indicators that influence 
the quality of life of deaf persons who are enrolled in inclusive 
secondary and tertiary education with a sign language interpreter. 
 

� An additional graph 3 can be found in the MA thesis linking the identified 
indicators to the rights of deaf persons. 
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Part II: Testing the proposed set of indicators 
 

In part I a set of indicators was selected that possibly affect the 
quality of life of deaf persons attending secondary and tertiary 
inclusive education with a sign language interpreter. Following this 
selection, an empirical study was conducted by testing the indicators 
tested via an online survey on deaf persons in the Netherlands. The 
results of this this survey are presented and discussed in this part II.  
 In part II, firstly, the educational system in the Netherlands is 
introduced in relation to the education of deaf students (Chapter 6). 
Secondly, a closer look will be given to the interpreter provision in 
the Netherlands, and more specifically the regulations, number of 
deaf persons and the current situation of sign language interpreters 
(Chapter 7). Thirdly, the methodology of this study will be explained 
(Chapter 8) and following the results are given (Chapter 9). Lastly, 
this second part will close with a discussion of the results. 
 

� For the content of chapter 6 and 7 please refer to the MA thesis. 
 

8. Methodology 

To design the test for the selected set of indicators in part I, the 
parent organization of deaf children (Fodok) and the youth deaf 
organization (SBNDJ) were consulted during a brainstorm meeting.  
 Following the literature review and the brainstorming session 
two surveys were set up. The first survey (MA thesis, appendix II) 
for deaf persons currently enrolled in inclusive education with a sign 
language interpreter. The second survey (MA thesis, appendix III) 
for those who were enrolled in education with a sign language 
interpreter. The participants were limited to inclusive secondary and 
tertiary education and users of sign language interpreting services in 
education. Using two surveys would also provide the possibility to 
compare the results of the two groups, which is often carried out in 
quality of life research (Diener, 2010a). In the surveys the deaf 
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persons are asked to share their view on their quality of life through 
the presented quality of life indicators in combination with sign 
language interpreting services. This subjective way of measuring the 
quality of life of a specific target group is commonly used in quality 
of life research (ibid). 

Both surveys were set up similarly in content using the five 
selected domains: Demographics: gender & age, Family, Educational 
institution, Interpreting services and Employment. The indicators 
from the five domains were then turned into survey questions for 
both surveys. In the first survey the domain of employment was not 
incorporated, based on the notion that most persons enrolled in 
education at this moment employment would be less relevant.  

The survey for current students had 30 questions, of which 
26 were multiple choice and 4 a combination of multiple choice and 
open ended questions. The survey for the deaf persons who had 
finished their education had 35 questions, of which 30 were multiple 
choice and 5 a combination of multiple choice and open ended 
questions.  

The surveys were put online with the help of an online 
survey program ‘Survey Gizmo’. Both surveys were produced in 
written Dutch and each question was also presented in Dutch Sign 
Language. The draft surveys were then sent to three deaf persons, 
two currently no longer in education and one currently in education 
with an interpreter. The surveys were revised according to their 
feedback.  
 After the surveys were finalized they were publicly opened 
online and invitations to participate were sent out across the 
Netherlands to as many persons as possible. The survey was open for 
twee weeks online. Some persons requested to leave it open a few 
days longer, so another week was added, although not publicly 
announced. After three weeks the online access to the survey was 
closed. 
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9. Testing the set of indicators 

 
A total of 70 persons responded to both the surveys: 33 persons who 
are currently enrolled in education (survey I) and 37 who were 
enrolled in education (survey II).  
 

� In chapter 9 of the MA thesis 40 figures and related analysis are provided, 
illustrating the results of the testing of the indicators for each domain.  

 
� In this summary some key figures from the MA thesis are presented. 

 

One of the indicators in the domain ‘family’ is if the deaf person 
feels accepted and supported by their family. Figure 22 shows the 
percentage of those persons who feel always or often accepted and 
supported in relation to the fact if they have deaf family members or 
not. Those persons who are now enrolled in education and who have 
deaf family all feel always or often accepted by their family. This 
used to be 67,7 percent for the group which was enrolled in 
education in the past. The group of persons without deaf family show 
an equal percentage for the past as those with deaf family. This 
percentage has increased and in the group of persons now enrolled in 
education without deaf family a higher percentage feels always or 
often accepted. 
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The group that was enrolled in education (figure 32) were asked to 
indicate their highest level of education. The highest educational 
degree, at university, is obtained by 19 percent and the lowest is the 
five year high school diploma by 6 percent. The largest percentage is 
in the three and four college degree, each 35 percent. 
 In this group 10 persons (27%) said that there were more 
deaf students in the class and 25 persons (67.7%) had friends at 
school and 30 persons (81.1%) felt accepted at school. A comparison 
of the current and past group is shown in figure 33. 
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Figure 42 and 43 show the general content of the current and past 
students to be with a sign language interpreter in inclusive education.  
Figure 43 shows that the former students were very happy (92%) to 
be enrolled in education with a sign language interpreter. Nearly all 
the respondents gave as a reason for their happiness that this was the 
only way that they could have obtained their education. In addition, 
respondents added that this had broadened their view on the world 
instead of the closed world of the deaf school and by being at the 
regular school they learned written Dutch much faster. The persons 
who were not happy with the interpreter said that it attracted a lot of 
attention from the hearing students and that they were unhappy 
because of the low quality of the interpretation. 
 The current group of students argue that they were happy to 
be at school with an interpreter because this was the only way they 
could have obtained a higher level of education and to be prepared 
for and educated about the hearing society. The unhappy students 
argue that the quality of the interpreters is diverse, that they would 
prefer a signing teacher with a voice interpreter for the hearing 
students and found that the communication sometimes is too 
challenging. 
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Figure 45 shows the relation between the highest degree of education 
that the former students obtained and their current employment 
status. The six year high school degree is not mentioned in the graph 
since no person of the previous students obtained that degree. In 
figure 45 it can be seen that the higher the educational level the 
higher percentage of persons that is currently employed. 
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10. Discussion 
 
This study attempted to answer the following research question: 

What is the view of deaf persons, enrolled in inclusive 
secondary or tertiary education with a sign language 
interpreter, on their quality of life? 
 

In order to answer this question, in the first part of the study a 
literature review was conducted. The literature review explored the 
notions of quality of life, inclusive education, sign language 
interpreting in the classroom and the rights of sign language users. It 
must be noted here that quality of life studies are a rapidly changing 
field  in which currently researchers are trying to come to an 
agreement on what quality of life is and how it should be measured 
(Diener, 2010b). According to Diener (2010a) quality of life research 
uses subjective measurements to assess the general well-being of a 
person. Subjective well-being refers to the fact that the person 
believes his or her life is desirable, pleasant and good (ibid). Hence, 
in this study the view of the respondents on their quality of life is 
being researched on different domains that collectively make up the 
quality of life of the person. Quality of life research can be 
conducted within one or multiple domains or during one specific 
time period or multiple periods.  

The literature review of the four areas: quality of life, 
inclusive education, sign language interpreting in the classroom and 
the rights of sign language users, resulted in the selection of five 
main domains and indicators (figure 2). These indicators were found 
to be of influence on the quality of life of deaf persons attending 
inclusive education with a sign language interpreter. Within the 
domains sub indicators were identified as well. The indicators from 
one domain showed to have an impact on the following domain. 
Starting with the domain demographics, family, educational 
institution, interpreting services and lastly employment.  
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The second and empirical part of the study presented the 
results of the proposed set of indicators which had been tested on 
deaf Dutch sign language users through two online surveys; one for 
deaf persons currently in education and one for persons who had 
completed their education. To ensure accessibility the survey 
questions where presented in Dutch Sign Language as well as in 
written Dutch.  

An online survey tool was used in order to reach as many 
potential respondents as possible and to be able to carry it out within 
the limited time that was available. As was previously the case with 
the IVA report (see MA thesis, chapter 7.2), the users could not be 
contacted directly on the basis of UWV data because of the Dutch 
privacy law. A total of 70 respondents participated in both surveys. 
Unfortunately, due to the unavailability of data on the number of 
persons who are now or in the past using interpreting services in 
education or the total number of deaf sign language users in the 
Netherlands (Crasborn & Bloem, 2009), no comment can be given 
about the response rate.   

The indicators identified in the literature appeared in the 
results of the second, the empirical part of the study. In paragraph 
10.1 the findings for the indicators of each domain are discussed. As 
outlined in paragraph 2.2 of this study, the EU is moving strongly 
towards inclusive education for all students with a disability in 
Europe. In summary, the results of this study show that the deaf 
students are generally happy to be in inclusive education with a sign 
language interpreter (de Wit, 2011), but there are certain barriers and 
limitations to consider (Ainscow, 2006). In comparison to the deaf 
students who have completed their education, the deaf students 
currently in education report to have:  

− less deaf students in the classroom, which results in less peer 
support and shared experience (Anglides, 1006/2007; Leigh, 
1999; Stinson, 1999; Stinson & Walter, 1997) 

− less involvement of the parents at school (Gilman, 2004; Hall, 
2005) 
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− less use of their preferred methods of communication in 
education (Hall, 2005; Stinson, 1996) 

− less support services at the educational institution (Hall, 2005) 
− less satisfaction with the interpreter’s skills (Schick, 2005) 
− less happiness to be at school with an interpreter (Ainscow, 

2006) 
When looking at the positive outcomes of the current deaf students, 
compared to the previous group, the current group reports to have: 

− less deaf friends, but more hearing friends (Leigh, 1999; 
Stinson, 1999) 

− a greater feeling of acceptance by their deaf or hearing family 
(Hall, 2005; Powers, 2003) 

− a higher percentage of the preferred communication methods 
within their family (Powers, 2003) 

− more consideration from the school towards the needs of the 
interpreter (Gilman, 2004) 

− more satisfaction with the interpreter’s professional attitude 
(Schick, 2005; Stinson, 1999) 

When comparing the above overall positive and the negative results 
of the current group, then the current group reports more positive 
achievements in the domain family. The negative reports relate to 
various domains such as the lack of involvement of the parents with 
the educational institution (domain family), the absence of deaf peers 
and dissatisfaction with the communication methods in education 
(domain educational institution) and the interpreter’s skills (domain 
interpreting services). Stinson & Walters (1997) found that two of 
these that are lacking with the current group, the presence of deaf 
peers and good communication in education, were indicated by deaf 
students themselves as positive measures for successful integration.  

For both groups no relation was found between the degree of 
hearing loss and the impact on the quality of life of the deaf students 
(Fellinger, 2008; Hintermair, 2010). 
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Results from the domains 
Overall, the respondents from both groups indicated to be happy to 
be in inclusive education with a sign language interpreter (MA 
thesis, figures 42 and 43). The difference between the two groups 
was that the group previously in education indicated to be a bit 
happier (92%) than the group currently in education (82%). This 
could be influenced by the fact that the persons who were in 
education had to reply retrospectively to these questions on 
experiences from the past, which could be in memory more positive 
than when they actually occurred. 

When looking at the survey results of the first domain 
demographics, one can see that the largest parts of both surveyed 
groups (85%) are either born deaf or became deaf before the age of 
three and the hearing loss of most respondents is over 90Db. 
Hintermair (2010) and Fellinger (2008) did not find a difference in 
the quality of life related to the degree of hearing loss. This can also 
be seen in the results of both surveys.  

Of all the 16 respondents with a CI only one person has deaf 
family members. When combining the fact if a person has a CI with 
their feeling of acceptance within the family, then this scores lower 
than with those who do not have a CI (Hall, 2005; Powers, 2003).  

Powers (2003) found that having a deaf family had a positive 
effect on the development of well-being and self-esteem. The 
persons who are now in education show indeed a hundred percent 
acceptance level coming from a deaf family as to 78.3 percent of 
those who have a hearing family (MA thesis, figure 22). With the 
group who finished their education no difference can be found; their 
feeling of acceptance was the same coming from a hearing or deaf 
family (67.7%).  

One of the major indicators within the domain ‘family’ was 
the range of communication methods used within the family. If the 
family undertook all measures possible to communicate, the higher 
the chance of a feeling of a better quality of life (Powers, 2003). The 
families of the persons now in education use a wider range of 
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communication methods, than the group in the past. Although both 
groups mostly use spoken language within the family, which is not a 
preferred communication method by the deaf persons. Especially the 
group prior in education feels less accepted when spoken language is 
used, which cannot be said for the current group. 

The importance of the development of self –esteem should 
not be underestimated. A low self-esteem is a high risk factor of 
isolation (Hintermair, 2008). In the inclusive education environment 
the D/HH student must undergo self-development. The challenging 
factor is the development of this identity taking place as a deaf 
student in a hearing environment. 

Current educational policies promote the inclusion of 
children with a disability in regular education, however this does not 
guarantee full access, social integration and academic success 
(Ainscow, 2006). The inclusive classroom placement may more 
likely result in academic than in social integration (Stinson, 1999). 
The first step to academic success of the D/HH student seems to be 
through the development of an identity and self-esteem (Hintermair, 
2010). With a high self-esteem the D/HH student will enhance his or 
her chance to social integration, and thus easier access to 
communication with teachers and classmates. The family and school 
support and acceptance of the D/HH student are crucial facilitators to 
ensure the development of self-esteem (Hall, 2005). If the D/HH 
student feels accepted and supported the self-esteem can grow and 
develop. Fellinger (2008) recommended the establishment of peer 
groups to reduce isolation. 

The indicators for the educational institution show a decrease 
for the current group of students. The current group has less 
involvement of the parents at school and might therefore feel less 
accepted at school and receive far less support at school (Hall, 2005).  
 The effect of the parents’ involvement in school will also 
affect the amount of consideration the school will have for the sign 
language interpreter (ibid). Meaning, when the parents are more 
involved, the consideration of the school increases. The opposite can 
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be seen in the figures. The involvement of the parents (figure 33) 
was greater in the past and there was less consideration by the 
schools (fig. 35). This might be due to the lack of interpreters in the 
past with less interpreting services available in education. The 
parents therefore had to become more involved. Now the services are 
more common and more available, and less involvement of the 
parents is needed to ensure the right services are provided. 

In the domain interpreting services is also the indicator 
qualification of the sign language interpreter. The interpreter must be 
highly qualified, not only in interpreting techniques, but also in 
social and academic skills matching the educational environment 
(Schick, 1999). The students in the past were more satisfied with the 
interpreter’s skills than the current students. The cause might be 
again the lack of interpreters and having less choice and therefore 
happy with an interpreter present than no interpreter at all. 
 The first four domains of indicators have an effect on the 
fifth domain, which can be seen in the employment status. All those 
who have accomplished university level are currently employed. The 
percentage decreases with the level of education. So the lower the 
level of education, the less chance of being employed. 
 
Limitations of the study 
One of the issues when selecting the quality of life indicators was the 
available literature on the topic of quality of life and deaf persons. 
The research has been carried out by a limited number of researchers 
from specific countries, such as Germany (Hintermair). The cultural 
background of the country of origin might have influenced the view 
on the concept of quality of life.  

The known identity of the researcher in this study could also 
have had an effect on the number of responses. Some persons might 
have decided not to participate because they did not want to share 
this information with someone they knew. On the other hand, some 
respondents wrote in a personal email that they appreciated that this 
study was carried out by that researcher. 
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The kind of persons that responded to this study could also 
be influenced by their involvement in society or in deaf related 
activities. Those who are less involved could have been less 
interested in contributing to this study.  

 
Recommendations 
The review of the literature and the testing of the set of indicators 
provide some recommendations on the education of deaf persons 
through a sign language interpreter in inclusive education. This study 
has shown that deaf persons are overall happy to be in education 
with a sign language interpreter, but that additional measures need to 
be taken in order to improve the quality of life of these deaf students. 
Inclusive education of deaf students should aim towards more deaf 
peers in the inclusive setting (Stinson & Walter, 1997) and a higher 
sensitivity of the educational setting towards the communication 
needs of the deaf student (Hall 2005). The ultimate educational 
setting is where hearing and deaf students are equally enrolled and 
the spoken and sign language are equally used in teaching of all 
students (Stinson, 1999).  

In addition, the quality of the interpreting services have an 
enormous impact on the active involvement of the deaf student in the 
inclusive classroom, and as a result a higher academic success 
(Schick, 2005). The highly professionally trained interpreter must 
collaborate closely with the teacher in order to ensure optimal and 
equal participation of the deaf student. Deaf sign language users can 
use the existing regulations, conventions and legal measures, as 
outlined in chapter 4, as tools to further lobby for the improvement 
of the accessibility and right to inclusive education.  

Next to the above recommendations, some recommendations 
for future research can be made. The set of indicators which have 
been identified in this study and tested in the Netherlands, are a first 
step towards the further use of this set of indicators in other 
countries. The results of the survey confirm that the indicators are 
determiners for the quality of life of deaf students in the Netherlands. 
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It is recommended to test the set of indicators in other countries as 
well, in order to refine and further develop the set. 

A limited amount of research has been conducted on quality 
of life and deaf persons. Further research within a variety of quality 
of life domains is needed, in order to develop further indicators, for 
example the influence of services at primary education. Especially 
the domain of interpreting services can be explored further. This 
domain was now one of the domains of quality of life in this study, 
but a more detailed research can be conducted on all further aspects, 
such as cultural background of the interpreter, years of interpreting 
experience, the age of the interpreter and additional qualifications. 
 It is also recommended for future research on quality of life 
and deaf persons that not only is the person asked for their feelings 
of happiness within the topic, but also to ask the respondent to give 
their quality of life an overall grade. This grade can then be used for 
further comparison in the detailed results of the study. 
 In addition, for more precise research it is recommended that 
more accurate and detailed statistics are collected by the national 
institutions responsible. Due to the limited availability of statistics on 
deaf persons in education in the Netherlands, only partial 
conclusions could be made.  In order to reach as many respondents 
as possible, which was impossible with this study due to the Dutch 
privacy law, it would also be beneficial to find a method to approach 
all potential respondents directly.  
 This study focused on the view deaf students have on their 
quality of life when enrolled in secondary or tertiary education with a 
sign language interpreter. In the results of the study two groups were 
compared, one currently in education and one group in the past in 
education with a sign language interpreter. In future research it might 
be considered to include elementary education as well and make an 
additional comparison with hearing students in education and their 
view on quality of life and the results of the indicators. For example, 
the achieved level of education and the feeling of acceptance by their 
families in each group. 
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 Finally, this selected set of indicators was now tested once 
on a group in the Netherlands. To refine the selected set of 
indicators, it is highly recommended that further tests are conducted 
either in another country or at some time again in the Netherlands. 
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