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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 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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Introduction  

In the last years an increasing number of deaf1 students are being educated with hearing 

students in classrooms (Antia, et al., 2007; Marschark, et al., 2005). It is expected that the 

current general trend of integrating deaf students will continue in the future (Hintermair, 

2010). In order to make education accessible to the deaf student, a sign language interpreter 

needs to interpret the spoken language into sign language and vice versa. At the same time 

one must keep in mind that the provision of sign language interpreting services in inclusive 

education does not guarantee full or equal access: 

“There is now convincing evidence that 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 setting where competing visual information is not 

an issue.”  (Marschark, 2005, p. 74) 

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). 

                                                
1 In this article the author uses the spelling of ‘deaf’ with a small ‘d’ referring to any deaf person regardless of 
their community or cultural belonging. 
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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. 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).  

This study looks at persons who attend or have attended inclusive secondary or tertiary 

education through the use of a sign language interpreter. Crucial is that this group of deaf 

persons is familiar with the use of sign language, and thus with sign language interpreting 

services in education.  

Not all persons who have a hearing loss use sign language as their mode of 

communication (Rietveld-van Wingerden & Tijsseling, 2010). There are different views on 

their personal identity in relation to their hearing loss. For example there are persons who are 

deaf who do not view themselves as disabled, but as part of a minority, the deaf community. 

A community which has their own culture and language: deaf culture and sign language. On 

the one hand in general this deaf community has a strong preference for using sign language 

as their mode of communication (Senghas & Monaghan, 2002). On the other hand there are 

persons who have a hearing loss and who prefer to use spoken language for communication 

and have little or no contact with other deaf persons, and belong to the hearing community. 

In relation to these different views on the use of spoken and sign language, there have 

also been different views on how deaf persons should access society. The sign language users 

tend to view the accessibility of society through sign language as a linguistic human right, and 

focus less on the disability factor. As they prefer not to see themselves as disabled, they lobby 

for the formal recognition of national sign languages, and, with that, the recognition to obtain 

more rights to accessibility, such as the use of interpreting services (EUD, 2010). 

 The European Union of the Deaf (EUD) has therefore lobbied at a European level for 

many years for the recognition of sign language. The last major event was the conference 

‘Implementation of Sign Language Legislation’ held in Brussels in November 2010, at which 
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the Brussels declaration was signed. The declaration calls, among others, for the right of every 

sign language user to use their native sign language without restriction and discrimination and 

for equal access for sign language users to public life, education, and employment. The 

importance of this event for the EU was illustrated by the presence of Viviane Reding, Vice-

President of the European Commission and EU Commissioner for Justice, Fundamental 

Rights and Citizenship. Reding has also announced to propose an Accessibility Act before the 

end of 2012, which is one of the key actions from the European Disability Strategy that was 

launched in November 2010. The European Disability Strategy outlines how the EU and 

national governments can empower people with disabilities so they can enjoy their rights (EU, 

2011).  

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? 

Of importance is that deaf persons themselves were involved in determining the indicators 

through a survey presented to them, and not having the set imposed upon them. In other 

words, the respondents to this survey were able to identify which indicators they felt really 

mattered to them. The identified indicators can be used in the future to develop a framework 
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of indicators by which a country can predict or evaluate the impact of interpreting services in 

inclusive secondary or tertiary education on the quality of life of the deaf person, such as the 

effect on the students’ future employment options, and the corresponding cost effect.  

This study consists of two parts; a literature review and an empirical study. In the first 

part the current literature was explored on quality of life, inclusive education, sign language 

interpreting in the classroom and the rights of sign language users. The second part of the 

study, the empirical part, presents the results of the proposed set of indicators which has been 

tested on deaf sign language users through an online survey.   
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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.  

 

1.1. Definitions of quality of life 

The term ‘quality of life’ has several definitions and explanations (Hintermair, 2010). 

Hintermair states that in the literature the focus on quality of life aspects can be diverse. For 

example, some studies focus on the health related issues on the quality of life, such as the 

World Health Organization (WHO), others focus on aspects such as satisfaction with life, 

self-concept, self-esteem and social well-being.  

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).  

Since the 1960’s there is growing interest in the field of quality of life, happiness, and 

well-being (Diener, 2010a). Diener describes that before the 1960’s scientists researched 

happiness by conducting surveys on people’s moods. The reason for scientists to start 
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researching happiness was that their assumption was that overall well-being would have a 

positive influence of the functioning of society. At the same time the contrary view was that 

happiness of individuals or groups could not have this possible influence on society, since it 

was assumed that persons adapt their state of mind to the circumstances and therefore adjust 

their happiness accordingly. In addition, the element of happiness could also be considered as 

a western idea, and did not occur in non-western countries. 

According to Diener (2010a), the area of subjective well-being has three hall-marks: it 

is subjective (the experience of the 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. 

The latter can also be related to the satisfaction in a certain domain or aspect of the life of the 

person, but it is always based on the person’s own judgment. The assessment can be done 

during a certain period in time or the entire life of the person.  

Therefore, 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.  

 

1.2. Indicators of quality of life 

How to best measure quality of life, subjective well-being or happiness is an ongoing debate. 

There are absolute facts that can be measured, such as age, income, marital status, and also 

relative items, such as how happy you are and if you feel accepted (Diener, 2010a). 

Measuring the absolute facts is not under discussion, but how to accurately measure the 

relative items is the challenging question.  

These measurement issues need to be considered while measuring subjective well-

being. One of the items is how much the current mood of the person might influence the 

outcome of the survey. When surveying persons at a particular point in time instead of during 

several moments in time, it is apparent that persons are much less stable and consistent. A 

second concern is the willingness to adapt the answers to wishful outcomes, a social desirable 

effect, stating what the person would like to experience, instead of what they are really 

experiencing. This is reinforced by some of the terms that are used in the surveys, such as 

‘happy’, because of the nature of ambiguity in the word. Diener (2010a) claims though that 

there is a substantial amount of valid variance and that measuring subjective well-being is 

possible, but that the researcher must be aware of some possible distortions 
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Subjective well-being can be measured in a single-item scale, focusing on one 

component, or in a multi-item scale, looking into several components which can be 

interrelated. The studies conducted in the field of subject well-being use a variety of surveys 

and analysis. This diversity creates obstacles to compare the studies and the outcomes. 

Therefore some recommendations have been put forward on this topic (Diener et al, 2010b), 

in summary:  

1. Measures need to be comparably collected in order to better understand the nature and 

consequences of international differences. 

2. Use multiple measures and use adopt standard terminology throughout all the 

measurements 

3. Have consensus on terminology, e.g. well-being 

According to the literature there are several main components that influence subjective well-

being: subjective satisfaction, income, demographic variables, behavior, personality and 

biological influences. These main components can be further divided in sub categories. When 

measuring subjective well-being these are the components that must be incorporated in the 

survey. 

 

1.3. European studies on the quality of life 

At European level several main studies were carried out in relation to quality of life. In 2008 

the ‘Handbook of Quality of Life in the Enlarged European Union’ (Alber et al, 2008) was 

published as a result of the enlargement of the European Union. The Handbook (Alber et al, 

2008) looks at the implications of the new EU member states on the future EU integration. 

The Handbook (Alber et al, 2008) has five parts, of which two are relevant for this study, one 

part on employment and working conditions and one focuses on social cohesion. There is 

little to no mentioning of education as part of a paradigm in quality of life.  

According to the Handbook (Alber et al, 2008), persons with disabilities are at risk for 

social exclusion. The Handbook differentiates those who are at risk for social exclusion which 

are those respondents who indicated that they experienced serious solvency problems during 

the year. The study links this perceived social exclusion to the employment status as well as 

the experience of long term financial difficulties. The results show that unemployment is a 

major determinant of perceived social exclusion and therefore employment is not merely a 

source of income but also a major mechanism of social inclusion (2008, p. 315). 
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 The European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions 

published a series of reports on the quality of life in the Europe. In 2003, the Foundation 

conducted fieldwork for its First European Quality of Life Survey in 28 countries: the EU25, 

two acceding countries – Bulgaria and Romania – and one candidate country, Turkey. The 

survey was questionnaire-based and analyzed how various life factors affect Europeans’ 

quality of life. It looked at a number of areas, such as employment and education. In 2004 the 

Foundation’s published the results of the First European Quality of Life Survey.  

 The Foundation’s 2005 report ‘Life satisfaction, happiness and sense of belonging’ by 

Böncke showed that the subjective well-being of the ‘old’ 15 EU member states rates the 

highest in happiness and life satisfaction (figure 5, p. 19). In these countries the highest 

satisfaction is in the life domain family life and the least in education.  Persons in the 

Netherlands indicate an extreme low score in ‘education’ compared to the other countries 

(table 5, p.26). This report confirms the fact that low income as well as unemployment 

decreases well-being. The report also looks at what constitutes quality of life and use Allardt’s 

triad to explain the concept ‘quality of life’. Allardt’s triad constitutes of ‘Having, Loving and 

Being: material living conditions, social relationships and support, and being a part of society 

in terms of feeling recognized and belonging’ (Allardt in Böncke, 2005, p. 3). It confirms that 

all three aspects have an impact on the quality of life of persons. 

 Van Santvoort (2009) analyzed in his PhD thesis the European disability policy and 

carried out an exploratory quantitative analysis of social participation and subjective well-

being of people with and without disabilities in a number of European countries. The findings, 

which indicate that social participation and well-being are mainly determined by age and 

subjective feelings, are very hard to apply to disability policy with an important policy goal to 

improve participation. Van Santvoort (2009) recommends that disability policies should be 

more coherent, in order to lower the gap in subjective well-being between disabled and non-

disabled persons. The coherency should lie in the few general laws and policy instruments, 

with an explicit responsibility at governmental level and a clear implementation and execution 

of the policy measures and regulations on the local level, close to the people with disabilities 

(pp. 151-152). 

 

1.4. Quality of life and deaf persons 

There are a few studies conducted on the quality of life of deaf persons. In the quality of life 

studies conducted on deaf persons a comparison is often made between two groups through a 
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control group. For example, studies between deaf and hearing persons under similar 

circumstances, and in particular youth or children (Gilman, 2004; Hintermair, 2010), a 

comparison between deaf adults and deaf children (Streufert, 2008), and the perspective of the 

parents and teachers versus that of children (Fellinger et al, 2008).  

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) 

 

Hintermair (ibid) calls for further studies on the quality of life focusing on the influences of 

the different educational levels, foreseeing further implications due to the inclusion concept in 

the 2006 UN Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). 

An earlier study by Hintermair (2008) looks in particular at self-esteem and the 

satisfaction of life of deaf and hard of hearing persons. The study examines the inter-relations 

between acculturations, psychological resources, and self-esteem as well as the satisfaction 

with life of deaf and hard of hearing persons. The results show that bicultural acculturation is 

a more secure option for psychological well-being than marginal acculturation. Hintermair 

proclaims that educators must provide good communicative conditions to the deaf and hard of 

hearing child optimizing the academic achievement and so to ensure an entry to the world and 

hence psychological empowerment. This will then be the good foundation for developing 
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quality of life. In his study Hintermair provides the following relations from different studies 

between self-esteem and satisfaction with life for deaf and hard of hearing persons: 

1. Children of deaf parents have a higher self-esteem 

2. Children who had at least one deaf parent have a higher self-esteem 

3. 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) 

4. 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 

5. Children who were provided with good communicative conditions in the early 

years and related experiences of acceptance had a higher self-esteem 

6. Persons who are biculturated acculturated had a higher self-esteem 

7. 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. 

Gilman (2004) stresses the importance of life satisfaction when measuring the quality of life. 

The reason for this being that life satisfaction covers the immediate effects of life events and 

mood states, life satisfaction is more stable over time and it influences psychosocial systems. 

In addition, changes in life satisfaction affect the health status and occupational functioning. 

Lastly Gilman states that interventions designed to enhance life satisfaction have resulted in 

positive outcomes in response to stress and poor physical health.  With his study Gilman 

compares the multidimensional life satisfaction reports between deaf and hard of hearing 

youth educated and/or living in different environments (day schools versus segregated 

residential schools) with their hearing peers. The results show that deaf and hard of hearing 

students in segregated settings view their overall satisfaction and satisfaction across many life 

domains as being no different than their deaf and hard of hearing peers in less segregated 

schools (Gilman 2004; p.159).  

 The children reported more of a mix of negative and positive aspects. The parents 

appear not to be aware of the problems of isolation of their children, which was also found by 

Hall (2005). Following the outcomes, Fellinger (2008) recommends the establishment of peer 

networks to reduce the problems of isolation and to focus on positive self-development. 

Interestingly, just like Hintermair (2010) Fellinger (2008) did not find a difference in the 

quality of life related to the degree of hearing loss. On the contrary Streufert (2008) claims 
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that there is currently no specific hearing related quality of life measurement which can 

measure this appropriately with children. She therefore made a first step to develop a new tool 

with the input of parents, children and audiologists.  
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2. Inclusive education 

 

2.1. 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. 

According to Ainscow (2006), inclusion is the biggest challenge of the school systems 

today. The aim of inclusive education is to eliminate social exclusion. Ainscow (ibid) states 

that there is not one perspective on what inclusion means and therefore suggests a typology of 

five ways of thinking of inclusion. Please refer to Ainscow (2006) for a detailed overview of 

this typology. In short, there is still a lot of confusion in what inclusion means and how the 

educational systems should implement inclusion.  

 

2.2. 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. In 

2009 the European Disability Forum (EDF) published the statement ‘Inclusive education. 

Moving from words to deeds.’ In the statement EDF draws on article 24 of the UNCRPD 

which provides the right to education for persons with a disability. EDF emphasizes the need 

for inclusion, making the system adapt towards the needs of the child, instead of integrating, 

where the child must adapt to the system.  



A sign language interpreter in inclusive education: The view of deaf persons on their quality of life 
 

19 

 

Ainscow (2006) also mentions the different perspective of the deaf organizations, who 

have lobbied against inclusion since it does not guarantee the instruction in sign language and 

access to deaf culture. Freire (2006) summarizes this as the difficulty for deaf students to 

learn a sign language, to develop an identity in a predominantly hearing culture and other 

hurtles such as no fully bilingual teachers and keeping up with the pace of the classroom. 

The World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) as a result stressed the importance of 

education in sign language, and achieved to have the following included in the Salamanca 

Statement: 

 

“Educational policies should take full account of individual differences and situations. 

The importance of sign language as the medium of communication among the deaf, for 

example, should be recognized and provision made to ensure that all deaf persons 

have access to education in their national sign language. 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.” 

 

For the deaf student inclusive education means that he or she goes to a regular school close by 

their home. Some students have sign language interpreters who interpret all the 

communication in and around school. Others do not use these interpreting services, either 

because they do not use sign language, or because there is no interpreter available, or there is 

not sufficient funding to pay for the interpreter (de Wit, 2008a). 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. In the Netherlands there 

are 103.000, but there is no information available on how many children with a special need 

go to a regular school (EADSNE, 2010).  

Next to the presumed advantages, there are also risks to inclusive education. The 

diversity of needs of children with a disability in regular schools, calls for a diverse range of 

support services. The educational institutions must provide these diverse support services. In 

addition, there is a risk that the placement of education can be stigmatizing (Gilman, 2004). 
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For the child with a disability there are positive and negative sides to special and 

inclusive education. The children who go to 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 

 

3.1. 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. 

Sign language interpreters in Europe are educated at the more than 50 educational 

programs for interpreters in Europe (de Wit, 2008a). There are also countries which have no 

permanent educational program for sign language interpreters, such as Italy. Not all European 

countries require a completed formal education as a sign language interpreter in order to work 

as an interpreter. Some countries have a registering body for sign language interpreters, such 

as the UK and the Netherlands, other countries have no requirements at all and anyone can 

work as a sign language interpreter, such as Rumania. An extensive overview of these and 

other facts on the education of sign language interpreters can be found in ‘Sign Language 

Interpreting in Europe, 2008 edition’ (de Wit, 2008a).  

 The status of the sign language in each country is an important factor to influence the 

possibility of the provision sign language interpreting services in a country. If the sign 

language is recognized or the need for interpreting services for deaf people is acknowledged, 

then there is a greater need for educated professional sign language interpreters. 

The European Union of the Deaf (EUD) has lobbied for many years for the formal 

recognition of national sign languages in Europe. To support the lobby work, several studies 

were conducted. The Council of Europe conducted the first study in 2005 which provided an 

overview of the status of sign languages in Europe (Timmermans, 2005). A second report was 

produced by Krausneker as a consultant for the Council of Europe in 2008. The report 

described the needs of sign language users in Europe and offered practical and concrete 

recommendations. The report was based on the concept of the participation of sign language 

users in society as a linguistic minority on the basis of equal rights. 

The newest publication on sign languages in Europe is ‘Sign Language Legislation in 

the European Union’ (Wheatley & Pabsch, 2010) published by the EUD. The publication 

explains the status of sign languages, the related legislation, rights of deaf people and 
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provides an overview of the sign language status and correlated facts for each country in the 

European Union. Krausneker as well as Wheatley & Pabsch make strong reference to the 

theoretical concept on linguistic human rights made by Skutnabb & Kangas (2000).   

 

3.2. Description of interpreting services in inclusive education 

In the last decade there is a trend to integrate deaf and hard of hearing (D/HH) students in 

hearing mainstream or inclusive classrooms (Angelides, 2006/2007; Fellinger, 2008; 

Hintermair, 2010; Lang, 2002; Mitchell, 2006; Schick, 2005; Seal, 1998; Woodcock, 2007). 

Including deaf students in a regular classroom means that they need special provisions to have 

accessibility socially and academically (Schick, 2005). Not one student has the same needs as 

the other, which means a variety of adaptations that need to be considered by the educators 

(Stinson, 1999; 1996).  Deaf or hard of hearing students have different preferences for 

communication in the classroom. Some students prefer oral communication but there are also 

students who use a sign language interpreter, speech to text writers, a communication 

assistant, or a combination of these (Stinson, 1996). Their communication needs can differ 

when communicating with family and peers. 

 Sign language interpreters in educational settings can be contracted by the school or 

by the deaf student, which depends on the national legislation or regulations for sign language 

interpreting services (de Wit, 2008a). The way the interpreter is contracted has an influence 

on the role of the interpreter in the educational setting. For example, if the interpreter is 

contracted by the educational institution, the interpreter is then a staff member and part of the 

whole educational team, and is involved in staff meetings, planning, etc. This can provide 

continuity in daily communication needs and ensure increased awareness among the educators 

on the needs of the deaf student. If the interpreter is contracted by the deaf student, then the 

interpreter is not related to the educational institution and is not involved with the daily 

educational program. The interpreter might be less familiar with the school culture and 

program, and has less of an involvement in ensuring full access at all times. It must be noted 

though, that deaf students will rarely have one hundred percent classroom access, because of 

the lack of interpreters (Hyde et al, 2009; Woodcock, 2007).  

 In general the role of the educational interpreter is to provide communication access, 

interpreting in and outside the classroom in social and academic sessions (Schick, 2005; Seal, 

1998). Depending on the level of education the interpreter might have also an assistive role 

when working with younger children. In inclusive education the classroom teacher is the first 
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responsible for what occurs in the classroom. The interpreter is merely there to facilitate 

optimal communication through sign language interpreting (Seal, 1998).  

    

3.3. 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) and whether communication is adequate for effective learning (Stinson, 1996): 

 

“Feelings of “disability” often only occurring when there are communication 

breakdowns while interacting with hearing people.” (Woodcock, 2007; p.362)  

Literature indicates that regular classroom placement may more likely result in academic than 

in social integration (Stinson, 1999). As mentioned previously, 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.  

The integration risks that D/HH students can face in the general school system can be 

listed as follows (Hintermair 2010; Schick 2005; Stinson 1999 & 1996): 

1. Language issues: accessibility of academic instruction, class discussion, social 

interaction 

2. Rapid rate: discussion & turn taking  

For example, the D/HH students wants to understand the teacher, the classmates and 

also wants to be understood by the teacher and the classmates and keeping up with the 

pace of the class. This is extremely difficult when the teacher or the students in the 

class speak at a rapid pace, which results in the D/HH relying more on the interpreter. 

Class discussions are experienced as most difficult and D/HH students depend then 

heavily on the sensitivity of the teacher to their communication needs (Stinson, 1996).   

3. Speakers: high number of speakers, more than one speaker at the same time 

4. Communication breakdowns: the D/HH student cannot manage communication 

breakdowns 

5. Space issues: visibility of teacher, peers, interpreter or other items important to the 

learning environment 
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6. Lag time: between the spoken and interpreted message produced by the sign language 

interpreter, which creates a difficulty to participate in the classroom interaction 

7. Interpreter: quality or competence of the interpreter  

Besides the possibility of the interpreter not being sufficiently competent, the 

interpreter can also take on the role of helping the deaf student too much which then 

creates the isolation of D/HH student (Stinson 1999). The interpreter might devote too 

much attention to the D/HH student and giving the impression to classmates that the 

D/HH student is not approachable or sufficiently independent to request support from 

for example the teachers or classmates. 

The above factors can result in social isolation (Angelides, 2006/2007; Hyde et al, 2009), 

withdrawal, and reduced comprehension of the D/HH student, thus resulting in less academic 

achievement in a regular school environment (Hintermair, 2010). Therefore providing access 

to a higher academic level in a regular school is not a guarantee to higher academic 

achievement, but can lead to social isolation, which can then result in a lesser academic 

success. 

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 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 DHH 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. 
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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). 

 Deaf students themselves have indicated several positive measures that have helped 

them integrate in their regular school setting. Firstly, is that they like to relate to other deaf 

students in the same school or class (Stinson & Walter, 1997). This frequent contact with 

peers is of importance to their feeling of well-being (Leigh, 1999). As Stinson (1999) stated 

the acceptance of D/HH by their peers is one of the indicators of social integration. Secondly, 

they appreciate it when hearing students attempt to communicate with them or attempt to 

learn sign language (Stinson, 1996). Thirdly, they have found it very helpful to inform their 

hearing classmates of their needs at the start of the school year, so the hearing classmates are 

aware before they are faced with any potential communication barriers.  

 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 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 
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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 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 
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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.  

What may lead to greater academic success and greater social integration in classes 

with hearing students is if D/HH students are relatively skilled in using spoken 

communication (Stinson, 1999). In addition, having good receptive and expressive 

communication skills is reported to promote academic success as well (Antia, 2009). 

Noteworthy is that D/HH students in Germany reported) that their academic success was due 

to the support of note takers, tutors and interpreters (Lang, 2002).  

 

3.4. Quality of interpreting services in inclusive education 

The quality of sign language interpreting in educational settings has been widely researched 

(Napier, 2005). The studies focus on the quality of the interpretation (Marshark, 2005; Schick 

2005), the interpreting techniques (Roy, 2000; Seal, 1998) and the linguistic strategies 

(Metzger, 2005; Napier, 2005) of the educational interpreter. 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 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). Deaf students themselves are similarly concerned over the competence of the 

interpreter and they express their preference to have the same interpreter for one particular 

course in order to have greater accessibility (Stinson, 1996).  

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 
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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 

 

4.1. Accessibility of European society 

As noted in the previous chapter, the key to participation of D/HH students in inclusive 

classrooms is accessibility. The right to accessibility is the responsibility of the national 

governments but can be instigated by European governing bodies. 

In the last decade there is an increased interest to make Europe accessible for all 

European citizens2. 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). 

 

4.2. European studies on accessibility 

The most important studies for the accessibility of the European society by deaf persons are 

related to language rights and disability. Although the lobbying of the EUD attempts to 

emphasize accessibility as a linguistic human right, most of the related studies focus on the 

disability aspect. 

Until today only a limited number of research studies have been carried out in the area 

of disability in Europe (EuRade, 2010). To encourage further research in this area the 

European Disability Forum together with the University of Maastricht and Leeds carried out 

the EuRade project. As a result, ‘Towards an agenda for disability research in Europe: 

learning from disabled people’s organizations’ was published in October 2010 (Priestley et al, 

2010). 

                                                
2 European Parliament Resolution ‘Towards a barrier free Europe for disabled people’, 4 April 2001 
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Looking at the studies commissioned by the European Commission and the Council of 

Europe, it is noted that in 2001 Eurostat carried out the first statistical research on ‘Disability 

and social participation in Europe’. The research followed the growing demand of the EU 

countries and the European Commission for more nationally comparable statistics on the 

social situation of people with disabilities. The need for the statistics was stated in the 2001 

Commission’s communication ‘Towards a barrier free Europe for people with disabilities’ 

and in the 1999 Council of Europe’s resolution on equal opportunities for people with 

disabilities.  

The study ‘Disability and social participation in Europe’ (Eurostat, 2001) covers the 

working age population (16 – 64 years) of the 14 out of the at that time 15 EU member states, 

Sweden excluded. Interestingly the study used a different definition for disabled then the 

World Health Organization (WHO). The study mentions that the data is used from the 

European Community Household Panel (ECHP), but does not state how the respondents were 

approached, in writing or for example a personal interview. The ECHP sample covers 60.000 

households, which are approximately 130.000 persons over the age of 16.  

The respondents were asked to indicate themselves if they were disabled and the 

severity of the experienced disability. The report on the study does not specify according to 

type of disability, but differentiates on the indicated experienced severity of the disability by 

the respondents themselves. Thus no specified data is given on persons with a hearing loss, or 

if they indicated themselves as disabled or not and to what degree. 

The study reports among others the relation between the disability and the level of 

education (chart 6, pp. 32-37). Among those who report a severe disability, 58% did not 

complete secondary education. Reaching a third level of education is for persons with a severe 

disability more than half as likely as persons with no disability.  

In regard to the European Year of Disabled persons in 2003, Eurostat published in 

2002 the preliminary results of an ad hoc module to the European Labour Force Survey. The 

survey was carried out in 25 European countries among the working age population (16 – 64 

years), which are a total of 44.6 million people. The report does not mention the number of 

respondents, but states that of the total of 44.6 million people 15.7% reported to have a long 

standing health problem or a disability. The survey did not make a distinction between a 

disability and a long standing health problem. Disabled persons in the study were those 

persons who responded that they had a long standing health problem or disability for at least 6 

months or expected to last 6 months or more. The survey looked, among others, at the 
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existence, the type, cause and duration of the disability, and in addition at the work limitations 

and the provision or need for work assistance. The percentage of this disabled working age 

population varied across the countries, with Finland (32.2%) having the highest and Rumania 

(5.8%) the lowest. The Netherlands was the third one from the top with 25.4%. When looking 

at the employment rate of disabled persons, the total percentage in those 25 European 

countries was reportedly 11.8% with 19.8% in the Netherlands. The Dutch Council of the 

Chronically ill and the Disabled reported in their biennial report that this was 30% in 2001 

(Baanders, 2003) and 37% in 2007 (Brink-Muinen et al., 2009). In their 2003 report the cause 

assumed for this relative high percentage was the fact that persons who are severely 

chronically ill or disabled tend not to respond as much to surveys. The respondents that do 

respond, and are less chronically ill or disabled, is the group that has a higher employment 

rate (Baanders, 2003; pp.76). Eurostat’s report mentioned that the differences in percentages 

between the countries could be caused by the cultural traits of the countries.  

 The Council of Europe published in 2003 ‘Access to social rights for people with 

disabilities in Europe’ (Maudinet, 2003). The general aim of the report was to highlight fields 

of activity in which access to social rights for people with disabilities requires special 

attention and monitoring: “(…) because there are still people who have no access to these 

rights in spite of legislative measures, or because their lack of access has disastrous effects on 

social cohesion and social solidarity (CoE, 2003; p.14)”.  

The methodology used in the report was to first make a content analysis of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedom (1950). Then values, principles and initiatives were 

derived from recommendations, guidelines and reports from the CoE (1992 to 2003). A 

questionnaire was then sent to CoE members and NGOs. Lastly documents describing good 

practices or other innovative measures were analyzed. The last chapter of the report provides 

eight main recommendations for the purpose of the development of Council of Europe’s 

Action Plan till 2013. Of relevance are recommendation ‘5.4 Guaranteeing vocational 

guidance and training and employment’ and ‘5.5 Enhancing access to education, schooling 

and higher education’. In 5.4 the most important recommendations are integrating the 

economic and financial aspects of training people with disabilities in general training policies, 

promoting employment of people with disabilities in an ordinary work environment through 

implementation of a dynamic, affirmative policy and ensuring that the integration polices are 

backed up by sufficient financial resources. In 5.5 the most important recommendations are 
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improving the accessibility by enhancing the financing schemes and funding available to 

institutions and individuals, providing inclusive education from a very early age on so as to 

foster the idea that all children have their specific learning needs and guarantee equality of 

access by establishing regulatory measures and resources.  

 An important development is the new EU Disability Strategy, planned to come into 

action in 2012. Currently the EU is researching and collecting information in a working 

document (EU, SEC (2010)1323) to prepare the new disability strategy. 

The European Disability Forum (EDF) is the umbrella organization of disability 

organizations in Europe representing the 80 million disabled persons in Europe and has 

lobbied for a framework of disability policy for many years. EDF published position papers 

on the EU 2020 strategy, which is the EU growth strategy from 2010 till 2020, and the future 

of European Disability Strategy. In the position papers EDF emphasizes the need to 

mainstream disability in the instruments of Europe 2020, and not having disability be a 

separate instrument, and to include a reference to the Disability Pact in the general political 

agenda of Europe 2020 (EDF, 2010). 

Besides the limited research in the area of disability, the research at a European level 

in regard to language rights has also not been very extensive. The European Commission in 

regard to the protection of regional and minority languages carried out their main study, 

entitled Euromosaic, in 1992 because of the new countries joining the EU. Follow up studies 

were conducted with other EU enlargement in 1995, 2004 and 2009. The study identified the 

social and institutional variables that provided the context for the continuing use of a 

language. The main variables found were family, education and community, along with the 

language use in the institutional and legal frameworks. Secondly the study examined the 

condition of different languages within this framework. The use of sign language is not 

mentioned in these reports other than the earlier mentioned Eurobarometer survey (European 

Commission, 2001). 

No further studies on language rights or minority languages were conducted, although 

numerous projects and practical initiatives were funded through the EU such as the ADUM 

project, which informs people and organizations working to support regional or minority 

languages about European funding opportunities. 

In summary, very few European studies researched language rights or disability. The 

studies on minority languages do not mention the use of sign language, except very limited in 

the Eurobarometer survey. Increasing attention is given to the disability aspect in relation to 
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the accessibility of the European society, and as a result an increase in the research in the area 

of disability. The majority of the studies focus on the statistical results, rather than good 

practices or policy recommendations, with the exception of the 2003 study by the Council of 

Europe. 

 

4.3. Accessibility of society for deaf person 

In October 201 the EU Council of Ministers adopted the first EU Directive on the Rights to 

Interpretation and Translation in criminal proceedings. This directive is intended for all 

languages and is not specifically related to sign languages and it only gives the right to an 

interpreter or translator in criminal proceedings and not in other settings. 

Accessibility of society for deaf people is more than having the right to an interpreter. 

It means that they can freely move around and participate in daily activities without barriers. 

However the right to an interpreter does increase the accessibility to society significantly. 

Through a sign language interpreter the deaf person can participate in regular education, can 

access employment, and can also equally participate in daily activities and events such as 

attending a theater show or use medical services. 

The rights of deaf people across the European Union to interpreting services differ 

greatly and depend on the country they live in. Even within the individual countries there can 

be regional differences, depending on the region or state the person lives in. In addition, there 

are differences in which situation they are entitled to interpreting services. For example deaf 

people in Finland have full interpreting services to general higher education, where deaf 

persons in Malta have none (EUD, 2010; de Wit, 2008). 

 In the European Union there are currently approximately 7500 sign language 

interpreters (EUD, 2010). The profession grew rapidly during the last few years, due to the 

high demand for more interpreters (de Wit, 2008a). The actual use of sign language 

interpreters in the countries is shaped by a combination of the availability of educational 

programs for sign language interpreters and the payment of the interpreters. For example, in 

Portugal there are three educational programs for sign language interpreters, but only a few 

full time working interpreters due to the low pay. The same is true for Flanders (Belgium), 

where a third educational program has just been established but the majority of interpreters 

cannot live of the income determined by the state and thus chose to have a second job or leave 

the profession all together.  As a consequence there is little availability of interpreters and 

thus limited access to society for deaf persons (Fevlado, 2011).  
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 Quite the opposite is for example the United Kingdom, where there are five 

educational programs for interpreters and the payment is considered generally fair according 

to the profession (ASLI, 2008). Thus due to the higher availability of interpreters, deaf people 

have a better opportunity to access society.   

 As a result of the differences in the rights to interpreting services across the EU 

countries and regions, deaf persons wanting to study or work abroad are limited in their 

access (Kosa, 2010). In another country than their own they have different or no rights at all 

to an interpreter. As an EU citizen they are then restricted to work or study in their own 

country.   

 

4.4. European Commission on disability & minority languages 

As mentioned above the rights of sign language users to interpreting services across Europe 

are very diverse. Next to these specific rights to sign language interpreting services, deaf 

persons as European citizens can also benefit from other EU rights and regulations to ensure 

accessibility, for example related to disability, anti-discrimination, human rights, and the right 

to education and employment. In this section an overview is provided of the most important 

laws, rights, regulations and conventions that are of relevance to deaf sign language users and 

accessibility. 

According to the report of the European Commission ‘Study of Disability in the EC, 

Development Cooperation’, the main legal and policy base for the European Commission’s 

approach to disability and development are: the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 

European Union, the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, EU Disability Action 

Plan (DAP), European Disability Strategy, Resolution on Disability and Development, and 

the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). 

 

4.4.1. Accessibility 

In 2000 the European commission published a communication in relation to the 

accessibility of the European society for people with a disability: ‘Towards a barrier 

free Europe of people with disabilities’ (COM (2000) 284 final).  This communication 

resulted into a European Parliament Resolution on 15 November 20013, which 

mentions among others: 

                                                
3 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2002:021E:0246:0251:EN:PDF 
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- Announcement of 2003 the European year of Disabled citizens  

- Reminder on the resolution of sign languages of 1988 & 1998 

- The Council and of the representatives of the Member States meeting within 

the Council on equality of opportunity for people with disabilities on 20 

December 1996 

- The Council resolution of 17 June 1999 on equal employment opportunities for 

people with disabilities 

  

4.4.2. Fundamental rights 

On 7 December 2000 the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union4 was 

published. Article 21 of the Charter mentions non-discrimination: 

“Any discrimination based on any ground such as sex, race, colour, ethnic or social 

origin, genetic features, language, religion or belief, political or any other 

opinion, membership of a national minority, property, birth, disability, age or 

sexual orientation shall be prohibited.” 

Article 22 is on the positive policy towards regional and minority languages minority 

languages5: 

“The Union respects cultural, religious and linguistic diversity.” 

Article 26 is on the integration of persons with disabilities: 

“The Union recognises and respects the right of persons with disabilities to benefit 

from measures designed to ensure their independence, social and occupational 

integration and participation in the life of the community.” 

 

4.4.3. Rights of persons with disabilities 

In 2003 the European Commission published the resolution "Towards a United 

Nations legally binding instrument to promote and protect the rights and dignity of 

persons with disabilities" (COM(2003) 16 - 2003/2100(INI))6: 

                                                
4 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/charter/pdf/text_en.pdf  
5 http://ec.europa.eu/education/languages/languages-of-europe/doc139_en.htm 
6 : http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P5-TA-2003-
0370+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN  
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“(…)whereas the situation of disabled people ought to be assessed from the 

perspective of human rights and not from one of charity, which means viewing 

disabled people as people with rights and not as problem-generators.” 

The 2003 resolution paved the way for the European Commission to ratify in January 

2011 the first UN convention ever, which was the UN convention on the Rights of 

Persons with a Disability (UNCRPD)7. The UNCRPD is a very important document 

for persons with disabilities worldwide and describes their rights in all aspects of life, 

from education to employment. The UNCRPD has, until May 2011, been signed by 

148 countries and ratified by 100 countries8.  

   

4.5. Council of Europe on human rights & minority languages 

On 4 November 1950 the Council of Europe adopted the ‘Convention for the protection of 

human rights and fundamental freedoms9’. The Convention mentioned among in article 14 the 

prohibition of discrimination:  

The enjoyment of the rights and freedoms set forth in this Convention shall be secured 

without discrimination on any ground such as sex, race, colour, language, religion, 

political or other opinion, national or social origin, association with a national 

minority, property, birth or other status. 

In addition, the Council of Europe adopted in 1992 the European Charter for Regional and 

Minority Languages10, which is an international treaty supervised by the Council of Europe. 

The treaty defines regional or minority languages as “those traditionally used by part of the 

population in a state, but which are not official state language dialects, migrant languages or 

artificially created languages”. The Charter entered into force on 1 March 1998. 

 

                                                
7 http://www.un.org/disabilities/ 
 
8 In March 2011 a protest took place in the Netherlands because Dutch government is not taking on any actions 

to ratify the convention. The Netherlands is one of the last to ratify the convention in Europe. On April 19th 2011 

the state secretary of the Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sports (VWS) reported to the Dutch parliament that the 

Ministry is currently working on a legal document to start the new law to be able to ratify the UN convention in 

the Netherlands (www.vnverdragwaarmaken.nl).  

 
9 http://conventions.coe.int/treaty/en/treaties/html/005.htm  
10 http://ec.europa.eu/education/languages/archive/languages/langmin/files/charter_en.pdf  
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4.6. Rights and protection of sign languages 

A few resolutions and recommendations have been published on sign languages. The first 

resolution by the European Parliament on sign language was made on 17 June 198811:   

“D. Recognising that sign language and sign language interpreters are one of the 

means by which the deaf gain access to information needed for everyday life as well as 

reading and television,” 

“F 4. Stresses the importance of recognising sign language interpreting as a 

profession and of establishing a full time sign language interpreter training and 

employment programmes in each Member State under the responsibility of the 

national associations for the deaf;” 

“F 5. Urges Member States, in consultation with the European Regional Secretariat of 

the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD), to submit projects for the training of 

sufficient numbers of sign language tutors, assessors and interpreters, for support 

under the European Social Fund;” 

In 1998 a recall12 on the 1988 resolution on sign languages was held. In 2003 a 

recommendation (1598) was adopted by the Council of Europe on the ‘Protection of sign 

languages in the member states of the Council of Europe’13.  

 

4.7. Right to education  

Next to the general rights and laws on accessibility, language and non-discrimination there 

also legal measures for the right to education, which need to be considered in the light of this 

study (please refer to the appendix for a detailed overview). 

 The right to Education is among others stated in article 26 of the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights (1948)14 and specifically for the child with a disability in article 23 of the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989)15. In addition, the Council of 

                                                
11 http://www.ciemen.org/mercator/butlletins/47-09.htm  

 
12 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:51998IP0985:EN:HTML 
13 http://assembly.coe.int/Main.asp?link=http%3A%2F%2Fassembly.coe.int%2FDocuments%2FAdoptedText 

%2Fta03%2FEREC1598.htm#_ftn1#_ftn1 
14 http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/index.shtml  
15 http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/44/a44r025.htm  



A sign language interpreter in inclusive education: The view of deaf persons on their quality of life 
 

38 

 

Europe passed an important resolution on 5 May 2003 on ‘Equal opportunities for pupils and 

students with disabilities in education and training’ (2003/C 134/04)16. 

  

The above identified 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. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                
16 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2003:134:0006:0007:EN:PDF  
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5. Proposed set of indicators for this study 

 

5.1. Identified domains 

In the first chapters an attempt was made to identify indicators which have an impact on the 

quality of life of deaf persons attending inclusive education classrooms with a sign language 

interpreter. The chapters explored the main possible domains where the indicators could be 

found: quality of life, inclusive education and interpreting in regular education.  

The previous chapter took a closer look at the rights of sign language users: rights to 

sign language interpreting services in the member states as well as to legislation and other 

regulative measures at European level.  

European studies conducted in the field of disability and language rights have shown 

that little research has been carried out at a European level on disability and language rights. 

More attention is needed in this field for the 80 million disabled persons in Europe. The 

statistical reports demonstrate that a limited number of disabled persons are integrated in the 

mainstream workforce or are able to attend education (Eurostat, 2001; CoE, 2003). These 

statistics call for drastic measures to ensure accessibility of the European society for all 

citizens. Subsequently the European Commission is planning to propose a European 

Disability Act in 2012. 

The Salamanca Statement in 1994 instigated actions for inclusive education and 

subsequently reports on how to provide inclusive education and assessments thereof. These 

European reports are not specified to deaf or hard of hearing students or any other disability, 

but give a general impression on the results of inclusive education in the individual countries 

(EADSNE, 2010). The disability organizations, such as EDF, urgently call for inclusive 

versus integrative education, so the educational institution will adapt to the students’ needs 

instead of vice versa.  

Typically,  European wide reports on quality of life do not specifically mention 

persons with disabilities. The only reference is the notion of ‘groups that are at risk for social 

exclusion’ and in that respect reports state that unemployment is a major determinant for 

social exclusion (Alber et al, 2008). Surveys on the state of sign language interpreting in 

Europe (Wheatley, 2010; de Wit, 2008), show a great diversity on educational programs for 

sign language interpreters and the status of sign languages (Krausneker, 2008; Timmermans, 

2005). 
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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. 

 
Figure 1: Main domains of Quality of Life indicators for deaf students in inclusive classrooms with a sign language 
interpreter 

 

The circle may close once  the deaf student at a later stage in his life will find a partner, which 

may then influence the demographics of the next generation. 
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Figure 2: Quality of Life indicators for deaf students in inclusive classrooms with a sign language interpreter 
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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).  

 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). 
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 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. Of course there 

are limitations to the identified indicators. The selected quality of life indicators are based on 

the review of the existing literature in quality of life studies, inclusive education and 

educational interpreting. There are imaginable other aspects that can be explored further, 

which the time available for this study did not allow. Therefore a strict selection was made on 

what to explore and to review those in more detail. In addition, until today limited research 

has been conducted in the area of quality of deaf persons, especially in educational settings, as 

a result it can be assumed that there are other indicators which have not yet been identified 

nor published. Lastly, the indicators presented in the literature do mention very little about the 

possible cultural or national influences which shaped the indicators. For example, in Sweden, 

which historically has had a strong supportive view of sign language in the deaf schools, the 

indicator of having a sign language interpreter in inclusive could be of less importance due to 

the wider acceptance of sign language in society. This in comparison to Germany which has 

undergone a history of strong oral education, and thus a deaf person who prefers sign 

language will way the indicator of having a sign language interpreter as stronger. 

 

5.2. Indicators and rights 

In figure 3 the five domains of quality of life indicators of deaf persons in inclusive education 

with a sign language interpreter (demographics, family, educational institution, interpreting 

services and employment) are linked to the current European rights of sign language users as 

outlined in chapter 4. The assumption is that deaf persons can influence their quality of life 

indicators by the rights that are provided or vice versa, that the rights can influence the quality 

of life indicators of deaf persons in education with a sign language interpreter. For example, if 

a country follows the EU resolution towards a barrier free Europe (2001) and provides quality 
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interpreting services in inclusive education, than the indicator of quality interpreting services 

in domain 4 is affected. The deaf person can use the access to inclusive education.  
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Figure 3: Quality of Life indicators related to the rights of sign language users in Europe 
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 Demographics is the first domain and the starting domain of the deaf student. It 

encompasses the family facts such as age, family size and parent’s and siblings’ hearing 

status. There are still few facts available in European statistics on the 80 million people with 

disabilities in the EU, especially when grouped by disability. According to the EUD there are 

750.000 sign language users, but there is not much known about their education or 

employability. The domain of demographics can be linked to the 1950 Convention on Human 

Rights, the basic right of each individual, which prohibits discrimination on several grounds 

such as language. In addition, the UN Convention for the Rights of Persons with a Disability 

(2006) and ratified by the EU in 2011, is one of the main conventions covering many aspects 

of the rights of persons with disability. The UNCRPD can be linked to all five domains, hence 

the long arrow covering the five domains. 

The family domain contains the indicators language preference and modes of 

communication of the family with the deaf child. These can be connected to the resolutions on 

sign languages. Unfortunately, in 2011 the recognition of all sign languages in Europe as 

formal languages are still not a fact (EUD, 2010).  The EU Charter of Fundamental Rights 

(2000) does mention though non-discrimination, linguistic diversity and integration of persons 

with disabilities. 

The domain of the educational institution has several indicators such as support 

services, educational placement and the inclusion of deaf and hearing students. The Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and especially the UN Convention of the Rights of the 

Child (1989) state the right to education and the latter especially to a child with a disability. 

Equal opportunities for students with disabilities in education are again stated in the Council 

of Europe resolution (2003). 

The fourth domain of interpreting services covers the indicators the provision and the 

quality of the interpreting services for the deaf student in inclusive education. The rights to 

interpreting services are less specific, and can be found in more general rights such as the EU 

Resolution Towards a barrier free Europe (2001). The only right to interpreting services can 

be found in criminal proceedings, but this is again a general law and not specific to education 

or sign language interpreting services. The right to sign language interpreting services in 

education vary by country and setting and no European law covers the right to educational 

interpreting directly (de Wit, 2008a). 

The fifth domain are the employment indicators, which are a result of the outcome of 

the indicators of the first four domains. Indicators in this domain are for example support or 
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interpreting services in the work setting. The EU resolution on Promoting the employment 

and social integration of people with a disability (2003) can be linked to this domain.  
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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. 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. Thirdly, the methodology of this study 

will be explained and following the results are given. Lastly, this second part will close with a 

discussion of the results. 

 

6. Educational system in the Netherlands 

Like many other western European countries deaf children in the Netherlands used to go to 

the schools for the deaf to receive education. There were five residential schools for the deaf 

in various regions of the Netherlands, public as well as protestant and catholic (Rietveld-van 

Wingerden & Tijsseling, 2010). The schools had different beliefs on what was the best way of 

educating the deaf children. Some strongly followed the oral method, others used a signed 

communication system, or a mixture of allowing signing in the school yard and the oral 

method in the classroom.  

 Since the beginning of the 1990’s the educational system for deaf children in the 

Netherlands started to change (Crasborn & Bloem, 2009). The bilingual method, sign and 

spoken language, was introduced and more deaf students started attending regular schools 

with hearing children (ibid). Sign language became more accepted in society and it was no 

longer a forbidden site to use sign language publicly, as it used to be before that time. The 

five residential schools are now no longer in existence as five separate schools, but have been 

merged into two major foundations and are mainly for deaf children with multiple disabilities. 

 Currently, in 2011, deaf children who have no other disability than a hearing loss, are 

mostly in inclusive education and no longer in the schools for the deaf. Considering the 

definition of inclusive education provided in chapter 2.1, the Dutch education system has not 

yet undergone the change from mainstream to inclusive, although it is promoted by the Dutch 
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foundation ‘Inclusive education’. The focus of the Dutch government is now more towards 

the concept of matching education (passend onderwijs) in which the regular schools and the 

individuals with a disability need to carry the responsibility in finding the right form of 

education. Another development is the growing use of cochlear implants (CI); currently 90% 

of all deaf children receive a cochlear implant. The parent organization of children with a 

hearing disability (Fodok) expressed their concern that this might influence the sign language 

interpreter provision to CI implanted children (Fodok, 2011). 

 When a child in the Netherlands is diagnosed with a hearing loss they are referred to 

an audiologist at a special center. At the center the child will undergo further hearing tests and 

consultation will be provided to the parents. In addition, the parents are entitled to family 

services that can provide advice and support (Tijsseling, 2008/2009).  

 The regular Dutch school system consists of an elementary school of eight grades 

(including kindergarten) till age 12. Following elementary is high school, which can be 4, 5 or 

6 years, depending on the educational level. With a five (HAVO) or six (VWO & gymnasium) 

year level degree the student can attend college or university. The four year level (VMBO) is a 

vocational training. 

 Students in the Netherlands who have a disability can attend special education schools 

or can obtain special funding from the government to attend inclusive education (het 

rugzakje17). The funding is provided to the school to be used for any extra time in assistance 

or special adjustments which need to be made by the school for the child with a disability 

(Dutch Ministry of Education, 2011). This funding is not for the costs of paying the sign 

language interpreter, the interpreting services fall under a different provision. 

 The Dutch government is currently debating the set up and the organization of the 

inclusive school system, which is referred to as ‘passend onderwijs’ (matching education). It 

is still possible for regular schools to refuse children with a disability if the school thinks that 

it will not be able to provide the right services or education to the child. This means that 

children with a disability do not always have the choice to go to the school nearby their home, 

but they must shop around to find a school which is willing to take on the student.   

 

 

  

                                                
17 At this moment, spring 2011, the Dutch government is discussing the continuation of this special funding, 
because of the economic crisis cuts must be made and one of them will be in the special provision. 
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7. General description of the interpreting provision in the Netherlands  

 

7.1 Laws or regulation on interpreting services 

Dutch Sign Language (NGT) is not recognized as a language under the Dutch law. The right 

to a sign language interpreter is therefore provided in different regulations and laws, which 

are covered by other regulations than when you need a spoken language interpreter, for 

example interpreting services for refugees.  

Although the sign language interpreter provision is a small provision within the Dutch 

social security system, there are several ministries involved: Education (OC&W), 

Employment (SZW) and Health (VWS). In addition, the Ministry of Justice is responsible for 

the provision of a sign language interpreter in criminal cases which is incorporated in yet 

another law (Wet beëdigde tolken en vertalers, 2007), which also encompasses the right to 

spoken language interpretation in criminal cases. This is the only Dutch law that covers sign 

language as well as spoken language interpreters in one and the same law.  

 The Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Employment are respectively 

responsible for the sign language interpreters in educational and employment settings, which 

is covered in a regulation and not by law. The Ministry of health is responsible for the 

interpreting services in community settings such as doctor visits, which are covered by law 

(AWBZ). Persons with a hearing disability in the Netherlands have in principle the right to a 

sign language interpreter or a speech to text writer for a certain number of hours per year. A 

deaf person must apply for the interpreter provision to one of the assigned semi-governmental 

institutions, which will then review the request and approve or disapprove it. The approval 

process is carried out on the basis of the existing regulations. 

 The deaf person has the right to 30 hours per year in community settings (168 hours 

for deafblind persons). In employment situations 15% of the contracted time and in education 

100% of the time till the person is 30 years old. There are additional restrictions in the sign 

language interpreter provision, such as the use of a team of interpreters is in often denied, 

even when this is a conference or an all-day event (NBTG, 2010). Also young deaf children 

attending the deaf school at elementary school age, are not entitled through the existing 

regulation to an interpreter when they attend one day a week a school with hearing children. 

Another example is that deaf students over the age of 30 are not entitled to an interpreter in 

educational settings, unless this is essential to their employability.  
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 In case of employment and educational settings the deaf person needs to send in an 

application annually to the semi-governmental agency. The deaf person will then receive a 

written confirmation with the confirmation of the number of interpreting hours that he or she 

is entitled to for that year. The deaf person can then request an interpreter directly or book the 

interpreter through an agency. The bookings are free of charge for the deaf person and the 

interpreter. The only responsibility the agency has is to make the referral and is not involved 

with any invoicing for the rendered interpreting services. The invoicing is either done by the 

interpreter or through an administrative agency, both directly to the governmental agency 

responsible of the application.  
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7.2. Number of deaf sign language users  

It is not exactly known how many deaf sign language users there are in the Netherlands. 

Crasborn & Bloem give a rough estimate of 5500 (2009), based on Johnston’s  ratio of one 

deaf signer in every 3000 inhabitants. Next to the persons who are born or became deaf before 

the age of three and who use sign language, there is also an increasing interest in learning sign 

language by those who have become deaf at a later age (ibid).  

 The last available number on interpreting services stems from 2010. The governmental 

organization responsible for education (UWV) reported that in the first six months of 2010 a 

total of 418 persons used an interpreter provision in education. In that same time period the 

main booking center for sign language interpreters (Tolknet), which is subsidized by the semi-

governmental agency, reported that 162 persons used an interpreter in educational settings 

through their booking agency. So of the 418 deaf persons, 162 used the booking agency to 

contract an interpreter. The remaining 256 (60%) must have contracted the interpreter directly 

or through another smaller non subsidized booking agency. 

 

 

Figure 5: Number and age of students with educational interpreting provision (first half year 2010) 

 

Figure 5 shows the percentage of deaf students per age group with an interpreter in 

educational settings. These are the 162 persons who booked their interpreter through the 
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national booking agency Tolknet. The largest group is between the age of 20 and 24. The 

semi-governmental agency UWV does not have these numbers available, other than the total 

number of users and the related costs.  

 There are also no current numbers available of deaf persons who are using the 

educational interpreter provision. Following the trends of the last four years, it is expected to 

be around 400 (UWV, 2010)    

 

 

Figure 6: Percentage of students per type of educational level (first half year 2010) 

 

In 2010 Tolknet also explored the educational level of these 162 persons. Figure 6 provides an 

overview of the percentages of deaf persons who attend inclusive education with a sign 

language interpreter.  

 Earlier in 2008 IVA, a Dutch research institute linked to the University of Tilburg, 

published a report on the use of sign language interpreting services in inclusive education. 

The report is based on the numbers provided by UWV from 2005 till 200718. IVA surveyed 

the parents19 and students who used the educational interpreting services through respectively 

a phone and online interview. Due to the Dutch law on privacy a limitation in carrying out the 

                                                
18 Not all numbers were available in 2008 over the year 2007. 
19 For children until the age of 18 
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IVA study was that IVA could not contact the respondents directly. UWV send an invitation 

by post, to which the potential respondent then had to reply to. This meant that IVA could not 

contact the persons with an educational interpreting provision directly, which resulted in a 

total of 82 respondents. The IVA report also explored the educational level of the respondents 

in 2007 (figure 7). These figures cannot be equally compared to the Tolknet percentages, due 

to the differences in methodologies in obtaining the numbers.  

 

 

Figure 7: Percentage of students per type of educational level (2007) 

 

 

7.3. Number and education of sign language interpreters  

On 1 January 2011 there were 343 Dutch Sign Language interpreters registered in the official 

registration body in the Netherlands (Stichting RTG, 2011). Dutch Sign Language interpreters 

must be registered in order to receive payment from the government for the interpreting 

services under the interpreting regulations. In practice this means that all persons working as a 

sign language interpreter are actually registered. The registration body officially started 

operating in September 2001. All interpreters who had graduated from previous interpreter 

programs had a two year transition period in which they could register with the new 

registration body. Starting 2003 only those with a BA diploma from the one sign language 
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interpreting program at the University of Applied Sciences in Utrecht could register (de Wit, 

2008b). 

 The number of sign language interpreters has grown tremendously during the last 

decade. This extreme growth is due to the new four year bachelor training that was 

established in 1997 (Crasborn & Bloem, 2009; de Wit, 2008b). The new educational program 

was a result of years of negotiations. Deaf persons were discontent with the level of education 

the interpreters previously graduated with from a three and before that two year part time 

program (de Wit, 2008b) and demanded a higher level of education. 

 In the period between the graduation of the last three interpreters from the three year 

part time program (1997) and the new full time bachelor program (2001) there was an 

enormous lack of interpreters, only 67 interpreters were then working. The graduation of the 

pilot group of the new program in 2001 was the starting point of the new growth (de Wit, 

2011, figure 8). The numbers before the start of the registration body in 2001 are estimated, 

since there was no agency or organization responsible for maintaining an official overview of 

the actual number of working interpreters. 

 

 
Figure 8: Number of sign language interpreters in the Netherlands 

 

The sign language interpreters working in educational settings are not employed by the 

educational institution, such as the high school or the college. Interpreters who work in 
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education are working as independent business owners and are contracted directly by the deaf 

persons. As a consequence the deaf person will have several interpreters on a weekly basis 

and even more during his or her whole educational career. According to the 2010 report from 

the Dutch Association of Sign Language Interpreters (NBTG, 2010), 31% of the interpreters 

mainly work in education and another 31% in a combination of settings, including education.  
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8. Methodology 

 

To design the test for the selected set of indicators in part I, a meeting was set up with the 

parent organization of deaf children (Fodok) and the youth deaf organization (SBNDJ). At 

this meeting two representatives of the Fodok were present and one of the SBNDJ. At this 

meeting the draft idea of the study was explained and a brainstorming session with the 

participants on what should be included in the study. The aim of the meeting was to gather all 

the related ideas from the participants and then use the findings from the literature review to 

make a clear distinction in what could and should be included in the survey. The main 

question of the meeting was what the participants thought would influence the deaf students 

future when an interpreter was provided in the classroom. Many ideas came to the table such 

as the quality of the interpreter, the educational level of the deaf student, the relationship 

between the deaf student and the interpreter and the use of a CI.  

It was also discussed which educational level should be used to conduct the survey. It 

was suggested to limit the study to secondary and tertiary education. Since elementary level 

parents would be responsible for filling out the survey, which could have a different effect on 

the results (Fellinger, 2008; Streufert, 2008) found that parents report a higher quality of life 

and stress the positive factors more than the deaf children.). At secondary and tertiary level it 

was expected that persons would be able to fill out the survey themselves even if they were 

less than 18 years old. This brainstorming session also helped shape the further details of the 

study and the research question.  

 Following the literature review and the brainstorming session two surveys were set up. 

The first survey (appendix II) for deaf persons currently enrolled in inclusive education with a 

sign language interpreter. The second survey (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 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: 
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1. Demographics: gender & age 

2. Family 

3. Educational institution 

4. Interpreting services 

5. 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. Social media, 

such as Facebook and Twitter was used, as well as invitations on the websites of the parent, 

youth and interpreter organization. An invitation was also sent to the deaf association but no 

response was received. 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).  

 

9.1. Domain demographics 

The first domain of demographics collects factual data of the person’s age, gender, hearing 

loss, family, etc. Of the respondents the persons who are now in education 73 percent were 

women and 27 percent were men (figure 9). Those who were in education 65 percent of the 

respondents were women and 35 percent men (figure 10).  
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When looking at the age in the past education survey no person responded between the ages 

of 12 and 18 years old (figure 12), all respondents were between 19 – 65 years old. The 

biggest group of respondents in that survey is the group 28 – 40 years old. In the first survey 

‘now in education’, the biggest group of respondents are between 19 – 27 years old (figure 

11). 
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Figure 13 and 14 show the percentage of respondents that has deaf family members (parents, 

brothers or sisters).  

 

 

 

 

Of the persons who are now in education 85 percent report that they were either born deaf or 

became deaf before the age of 3 (figure 15). This is nearly the same percentage as the second 

group, namely 84 percent (figure 16). This means that respectively 15 and 14 percent could 

still hear after the age of 3. Only 3 percent of both groups report to have lost their hearing 

between 18 and 30 years. 
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Most of the respondents in both surveys (figure 17 and 18) have a hearing loss over 90 Db 

and 21 percent (figure 19) and 24 percent have a cochlear implant (figure 20).  
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The ages in the two groups with CI are shown in figure 21. Of the 33 persons currently in 

education two have a CI in the age group of 12 – 18 years. The largest number are the five 

who used to be enrolled in education and are now between 19 and 27 years old.  

 

 

 

 

9.2. Domain family 

In the domain family the indicators communication methods, family involvement and 

acceptance are explored. 

 

0

5

3

1

2

1

3

1

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

12-18 yrs 19-27 yrs 28-40 yrs 40-65 yrs

Fig. 21: number of persons per age groups with CI

Past in education

Now in education

67,7 67,7

100

78,3

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Deaf family hearing family

Fig 22.: Percentage of persons always or often feeling 

accepted by deaf or hearing family 

Past in education

Now in education

Figure 21: Number of persons per age groups with CI 

Figure 22: Percentage of persons always or often feeling accepted by deaf or hearing family 



A sign language interpreter in inclusive education: The view of deaf persons on their quality of life 
 

64 

 

 

 

 

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. In both groups one person out of the total of 70, who has no deaf family, reported 

that he or she never feels accepted (figure 23).  

 Figure 23 shows that of the persons in the past in education with deaf family, 33,3 

only felt a bit accepted and with the group without deaf family, this was a bit lower.  

  

33,3

29

0

3,2

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

Deaf family No deaf family

Fig 23.: Percentage of persons sometimes or never feeling 

accepted by deaf or hearing family 

Past in education

Now in education

Figure 23: Percentage of persons sometimes or never feeling accepted by deaf or hearing family 



A sign language interpreter in inclusive education: The view of deaf persons on their quality of life 
 

65 

 

 

 

 

 

The communication methods are another selected indicator within the domain ‘family’. In 

figure 24 the wanted and the actual communication methods within the family are shown. The 
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participants were not limited to one answer, but could tick those communication methods that 

applied. 

 

9.3. Domain educational institution 

Within the third domain ‘educational institution’ are the indicators ‘deaf and hearing peers or 

friends’. Hence, both groups in the survey were asked about the number of hearing and deaf 

friends. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 26 shows that within the group now in education 15 percent indicates to have no deaf 

friends and 9 percent no hearing friends. Another 9 percent indicates to have many hearing 

friends (figure 27) versus 43 percent indicating they have many deaf friends (figure 27). 
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In the groups that were in the past enrolled in education only 3 percent indicates not to have 

any deaf friends and 16 percent any hearing friends. The graphs look very similar for the past 

and the current in number of deaf and hearing friends. The largest change is 12 percent in the 

indication ‘few hearing friends’, which has increased from 70 to 82. And another 12 percent 

in the indication ‘no deaf friends’, which has increased from 3 to 15 percent. 
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Another selected indicator is the wanted and actual communication methods with the deaf 

person within the school setting. In figure 30 it can be seen that those currently in education 

prefer a combination of Dutch Sign Language, sign supported Dutch, and spoken language. 

The actual methods used are mostly sign supported Dutch and spoken language. 
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The group currently in education is enrolled in various educational levels (figure 31). The 

lowest level being a four year high school program and the highest a post graduate program. 

The largest percentage (37%) is now undertaking a four year college degree. Four (12.1%) out 

of the 33 persons mention that they have other deaf students with them in the classroom at this 

moment. In addition, 24 (72.7%) persons indicate that they have friends within their 

educational setting and 26 (78.8%) feels generally accepted at school (figure 33). 
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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 33 shows that a higher percentage of the respondents indicate that they had deaf 

classmates at school compared to the current group in education. At the same time the group 

now in education indicate a higher percentage in having friends at school then the past group, 

but they feel slightly less accepted than the group from the past.  

Another indicator within the domain ‘educational institution’ is added to figure 33 and 

that is the school support that the deaf person receives. In the past 64.8 percent of the deaf 

persons received additional support at school, compared to a low 35.5 percent at this moment. 

Additional school support can be remedial teaching and for example tutoring in specific 

subjects. 

A final indicator is the involvement and support provided by the parents to the school. 

This was for the past group a much higher percentage (59.5%) than it is now (36.4%). 

Of the current group in education 39.4 percent indicate, and 15.2 percent say maybe, 

that they would like to continue studying after they have graduated from their current level. In 

the group which has completed their education, 67.6 percent would like to, and 21.6 percent 

maybe, study again in the future. 

 

9.4. Domain interpreting services 

The fourth domain with selected indicators is the interpreting services provided at the 

educational institution. In the group now enrolled in education 85 percent indicate that they 

have an interpreter for all the schooling hours in which they would like an interpreter. The 
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students in this group do not use an interpreter at all times, 70 percent has an interpreter for all 

their school hours and the rest has less.  

 For the group which is now no longer enrolled in education the percentage of 

interpreting hours was less during their schooling; 35 percent had an interpreter during one 

hundred percent of the school hours. The remaining 65 percent all had less interpretation 

services available.  

 Both groups used the interpreter mainly during the lessons, but at times also during 

breaks, sports, school trips, school parties and internships.  

 

 

 

 

The indicator ‘school consideration towards the needs of the interpreter in the classroom’ can 

be seen in figures 34 and 35. In the past the consideration of the school towards the interpreter 

was less, than at this moment. So there is an increase in the consideration, especially in the 

amount of consideration.  
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Fig. 34:  I. Now Education -

School consideration 
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n = 33

49%
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Fig. 35:  II. Past Education -

School consideration 
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Yes, a lot
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n = 37

Figure 34: Now Education – School consideration 
towards interpreter 

Figure 35: Past Education – School consideration 
towards interpreter 
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Figure 36 and 37 show if the deaf student has certain requirements from the interpreter or not. 

The students in the past had less requirements than the students now. This question allowed 

an explanation for the yes or no answer. The main reason given by the 37 respondents for the 

requirements for the current students are special skills, for example being able to interpret 

from English to Dutch Sign Language, and some mention also a correct attitude  and social 

skills in order for the interpreter to fit in with the class dynamics. The reasons given for not 

having any requirements are that they felt it was not needed or that a social click was 

sufficient. 

 In the current group in education the replies to having requirements were more 

diverse. Several respondents mention the fact that there was not much to choose or require 

due to the limited number of interpreters available. More emphasis in the responses was 

placed on the technical aspect of interpreting, e.g. clear articulation and being able to keep up 

with the speed of the teacher. One of the respondents replied that he or she did not have any 

requirements at that time, since he or she was not aware of the fact that this could make a 

difference. 
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Figure 36: Now Education – Student requirements 
towards interpreter 

Figure 37: Past Education – Student requirements 
towards interpreter 
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In figures 38 and 39 it can be seen that the students in education now were less satisfied 

(64%) with the interpreter’s skills than the students in the past (84%). This was the opposite 

for the interpreter’s professional attitude: 82 percent of the current students were satisfied 

(figure 40) versus 78 percent in the past (figure 41). Thus the students now were also more 

satisfied with the attitude of the interpreter than the skills. The arguments for the 

64%
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Fig. 38:  I. Now Education -

Student's satisfaction with 

interpreter skills

Yes

No

n = 33

84%

16%

Fig. 39:  II. Past Education -

Student's satisfaction with 

interpreter skills
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No

n = 37

82%18%

Fig. 40:  I. Now Education -

Student's satisfaction with 

interpreter's professional 

attitude

Yes

No

n = 33

78%
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Fig. 41:  II. Past Education -

Student's satisfaction with 

interpreter's professional 

attitude

Yes

No

n = 37

Figure 38: Now Education – Student’s satisfaction with 
interpreter skills 

Figure 39: Past Education – Student’s satisfaction with 
interpreter skills 

Figure 40: Now Education – Student’s satisfaction with 
interpreter’s professional attitude 

Figure 41: Past Education – Student’s satisfaction with 
interpreter’s professional attitude 
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dissatisfaction with the skills were for the most part related to the quality, for example one 

respondent states: 

“The difference in quality between the interpreters is enormous. Especially voicing is 

still a very weak point with many interpreters. This influences mainly my self-

confidence during my presentations. In addition, the interpreters do not interpret 

everything, because they do not understand certain information, and then I miss a lot 

of information, even though I have an interpreter present.” 

The arguments for satisfaction with the professional attitude within the current students were 

the approach of the interpreters towards their task, such as seriousness for the task at hand, no 

helping attitude, humor at the right moment and know what is expected of them. One 

respondent said: 

“(…) the interpreters have learned not to get involved in the content, something that 

used to happen a lot in the past.” 

 

 

 

 

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 

82%

18%

Fig. 42:  I. Now Education -

Happiness student to be at 

school with interpreter

Yes

No

n = 33
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8%

Fig. 43:  II. Past Education -

Happiness student to be at 

school with interpreter

Yes

No

n = 37

Figure 42: Now Education – Happiness student to be at 
school with interpreter 

Figure 43: Past Education – Happiness student to be at 
school with interpreter 
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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. 

 

9.5. Domain employment 

For the domain ‘employment’, only the survey for the former students had a section on 

employment, this to explore if a possible effect of the indicators on the employment status 

could be found.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 44 shows that 76 percent of the former students (28) is now employed and 24 percent 

(9) is unemployed. 
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Figure 44: Past Education – Currently employed 
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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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Figure 46 shows the wanted and the actual communication methods at work. The respondents 

could select more than one communication method for this question. The most wanted 

communication methods were Dutch Sign Language and sign supported Dutch. The less 

wanted communication methods, spoken and written language, were used far more than what 

the respondents would have liked to use. 
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Of all the 28 employed persons 43 percent uses an interpreter often at work and 53 percent 

sometimes (figure 47). One person indicated never to use an interpreter at work (4%). Most of 

the respondents use the interpreter 1 to 5 hours per week at work. 

 

 

 

 

Of the 27 persons who use an interpreter at work 86 percent indicate that they have certain 

interpreter requirements (figure 49), such as knowledge of the jargon used in the employment 

setting and the voicing skills of the interpreter. As one respondent said: 

“Cooperation with the interpreter is a must. Next to preparing and a professional 

attitude.” 

And another respondent mentioned: 

“I expect the interpreter to interpret what is being said. Some interpreters do not have 

a high level. I select my interpreters accordingly.” 

Two persons responded that they are not very strict on what they require of the interpreter. If 

the interpreter is graduated and interprets what is being said they are satisfied with the work.  
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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.  

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 
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previously the case with the IVA report (see 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) 

− 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) 



A sign language interpreter in inclusive education: The view of deaf persons on their quality of life 
 

82 

 

− 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). 

 

10.1. Results from the domains 

Overall, the respondents from both groups indicated to be happy to be in inclusive education 

with a sign language interpreter (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 (figure 22). With the group who finished their education no difference can be 
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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 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 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 
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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. 

 

10.2. 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. 

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.  

 

10.3. 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 
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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. 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 
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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. 

 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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Appendix I 

 

The right to Education 

 

Conventions 

Specific rights on education mentioned in the following conventions: 

− Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948)20, article 26: 

“Higher education plays a vital role in promoting human rights and fundamental 

freedoms, and also in strengthening democracy and tolerance” 

− United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989)21, article 23: 

“Recognizing the special needs of a disabled child, assistance (…) shall be provided 

free of charge, whenever possible, taking into account the financial resources of the 

parents or others caring for the child, and shall be designed to ensure that the 

disabled child has effective access to and receives education (…)” 

In addition, there are general conventions on the rights of children: 

− European Convention on the Exercise of Children’ s Rights (ETS No. 160)22 

− European Convention on contact concerning children (ETS No. 192)23 

 

Resolutions & charters 

Next to the conventions, there are also resolutions and charters in regard to the right to 

education. On 5th May 2003 the Council of Europe passed an important resolution on ‘Equal 

opportunities for pupils and students with disabilities in education and training’ 

(2003/C 134/04)24. The Council of Europe urges the member states to co-operate with civil 

society in implementing an active policy of de-institutionalization. Stating that children or 

young adults with disabilities must not be disadvantaged in “normal” schools, but should 

receive support available trained professionals. The Revised European Social Charter25 

(adopted in 1961 and revised in 1996) states:  

                                                
20 http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/index.shtml  
21 http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/44/a44r025.htm  
22 http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/en/Treaties/html/160.htm  
23 http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/en/Treaties/Html/192.htm  
24 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2003:134:0006:0007:EN:PDF  
25 http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/monitoring/socialcharter/Presentation/ESCRBooklet/English.pdf  
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“(…) facilities for access to higher technical and university education, based solely on 

individual aptitude should be provided.”  

 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations were made by the Council of Europe: 

− Recommendation No. R (98)326:  

“The goal of lifelong learning for all requires broad and equal opportunity for access 

to higher education” and “despite expansion in student numbers in recent years, there 

is a widespread evidence of under representation in higher education affecting (…) 

people with disabilities (…) and that despite progress toward gender equality, women 

are still under represented in science and technology.”   

− Parliamentary assembly recommendation 1353 (1998)27: 

“Minorities must have access to higher education and the Council of Europe urges 

member states, among other things, to avoid prescribing the exclusive use of the 

official language and abstain from pursuing policies aimed at the assimilation of 

national minorities into the majority culture.”  

  

                                                
26 
https://wcd.coe.int/wcd/com.instranet.InstraServlet?command=com.instranet.CmdBlobGet&InstranetImage=530
617&SecMode=1&DocId=459344&Usage=2  
27 http://assembly.coe.int/Main.asp?link=/Documents/AdoptedText/ta98/EREC1353.htm  
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Appendix II 

 

Survey – currently in education 

Introduction 
This survey is for deaf persons who are at this moment enrolled in mainstream secondary or 
tertiary education with the use of a sign language interpreter.  In this survey we look at the 
quality of life of deaf persons in education with an interpreter.  The survey is completely 
anonymous. 
The questions are also available in sign language here:  [insert hyperlink]  
The survey will take approx. x minutes to complete. Thank you for your participation in this 
survey. 
 

You & your family & friends 
 
Question 1A: your gender 
Are you a:  

1. Man 
2. Woman 

Question 1B: your age 
How old are you? 

1. 12 – 18 years 
2. 18 – 27 years 
3. 28 – 40 years 
4. 40 – 65 years 
5. Older than 65 years 

Question 1C: your family 
Do you have deaf family members (mother, father, brother(s), sister(s))? 

1. Yes 
2. No  

Question 1D: acceptance by your family 
Do you feel accepted by your family: 

1. Yes, always 
2. Yes, often 
3. Yes, now and then 
4. No, never 

 
 
Question 1E: your deaf friends 
Do you have deaf friends: 

1. Yes, many 
2. Yes, a few 
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3. No 

Question 1F: your hearing friends 
Do you have hearing friends: 

1. Yes, many 
2. Yes, a few 
3. No 

 

Hearing loss  
 
Question 2A: degree of hearing loss 
What is the degree of your hearing loss: 

1. More than 90 Db 
2. Between 60 – 89 Db 
3. Between30 -  59 Db 
4. I do not know 

Question 2B: cochlear implant 
Do you have a CI? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

Question 2C: starting age of deafness 
When did you lose your hearing: 

1. I was born deaf / hard of hearing 
2. Before age 3 
3. Between 3 – 17 years old 
4. Between 18 – 30 years old 
5. After 30 years of age 

 

Communication 
 
Question 3A: preferred communication with your family 
How do you prefer to communicate with your family (you can select more than one option): 

1. Dutch Sign Language (NGT) 
2. Sign Supported Dutch (NmG) 
3. Spoken language 
4. Written language 

Question 3B: communication with your family 
How do you and your family communicate (you can select more than one option): 

1. Dutch Sign Language (NGT) 
2. Sign Supported Dutch (NmG) 
3. Spoken language 
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4. Written language 

Question 3C: preferred communication at school 

How do you prefer to communicate with students and teachers at school (you can select more 
than one option): 

1. Dutch Sign Language (NGT) 
2. Sign Supported Dutch (NmG) 
3. Spoken language 
4. Written language 

Question 3D: communication at school 
How do you communicate with students and teachers at school (you can select more than one 
option): 

1. Dutch Sign Language (NGT) 
2. Sign Supported Dutch (NmG) 
3. Spoken language 
4. Written language 

 

Education 
 
Question 4A: Your level of education 
What level of education are you enrolled in: 

1. Elementary school 
2. VMBO 
3. HAVO 
4. VWO 
5. MBO 
6. HBO 
7. University 
8. Other, namely:  

Question 4B: number of hours in education 
How many hours (average) do you go to school per week: 

1. 1 – 10 hours 
2. 11 – 20 hours 
3. 21 – 30 hours 
4. 31 – 40 hours 

Question 4C: more deaf students at school 
Are there more deaf students with you in the classroom? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

Question 4D: friends at school 
Do you have friends at school? 
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1. Yes 
2. No 

 
Question 4E: do you feel accepted at school 
Do you feel generally accepted at school? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

 
Question 4F: extra support at school 
Do you get extra support or guidance at school? 

1. Yes, at this moment 
2. Yes, in the past 
3. No 

Question 4G: parents involved in school 
Are your parents / family involved with your school? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

Question 4H: future education 
If it would be possible, would you like to continue your education after you have finalized this 
study? 

1. Yes 
2. No 
3. Maybe 

 

Interpreting services 
 
Question 5A: percentage of school hours with an interpreter 
What percentage of all school hours per week do you have a sign language interpreter: 

1. 100% of all school hours 
2. 80% of all school hours 
3. 60% of all school hours 
4. 40% of all school hours 
5. 20% of all school hours 
6. Less than 20% of all school hours 

Question 5B: more hours interpreting service 
Would you like to have an interpreter for more hours? 

1. Yes 
2. No 
3. I already have for 100% of the time an interpreter 

 
Question 5C: moment of interpreter usage 
Do you also use an interpreter for (tick all that apply): 
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1. Break time 
2. Sports education 
3. School outings 
4. School parties 
5. Other, namely:  

 
Question 5D: Cooperation by the school with the interpreter 
Does the school consider the interpreters’ needs? 

1. Yes 
2. Yes, a little bit 
3. No 

 
Question 5E: Your cooperation with the interpreter 
Do you have a good cooperation with your interpreter in school? 

1. Yes, very good 
2. Yes, ok 
3. No 

 
Question 5F: Your interpreter requirements  
Do you have specific interpreter requirements in the educational setting? 

1. Yes, namely: 
2. No, because 

 
Question 5G: communication through an interpreter 
Are you happy to be in a regular school with an interpreter: 

1. Yes, namely: 
2. No, because 

 
Question 5H: interpreter satisfaction 
Are you generally satisfied with the skills of the interpreter(s): 

1. Yes, namely: 
2. No, because 

Question 5I: interpreter satisfaction 
Are you generally satisfied with the professional attitude of the interpreter(s): 

1. Yes, namely: 
2. No, because 

 
 

Thank you 
 
Thank you for your participation in the survey.  
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Appendix III 

 

Survey – not currently in education 

Introduction 
This survey is for deaf persons who were enrolled in mainstream secondary or tertiary 
education with the use of a sign language interpreter.  In this survey we look at the quality of 
life of deaf persons who attended education with an interpreter.  The survey is completely 
anonymous. 
The question are also available in sign language here:  [insert hyperlink]  
The survey will take approx. x minutes to complete. Thank you for your participation in this 
survey. 
 

You & your family & friends 
 
Question 1A: your gender 
Are you a:  

3. Man 
4. Woman 

Question 1B: your age 
How old are you? 

6. 12 – 18 years 
7. 18 – 27 years 
8. 28 – 40 years 
9. 40 – 65 years 
10. Older than 65 years 

Question 1C: your family 
Do you have deaf family members (mother, father, brother(s), sister(s))? 

3. Yes 
4. No  

Question 1D: acceptance by your family 
Do you feel generally accepted by your family: 

5. Yes, always 
6. Yes, often 
7. Yes, now and then 
8. No, never 

 
 
Question 1E: your deaf friends 
Do you have deaf friends: 



A sign language interpreter in inclusive education: The view of deaf persons on their quality of life 
 

99 

 

4. Yes, many 
5. Yes, a few 
6. No 

Question 1F: your hearing friends 
Do you have hearing friends: 

4. Yes, many 
5. Yes, a few 
6. No 

 

Hearing loss  
 
Question 2A: degree of hearing loss 
What is the degree of your hearing loss: 

5. More than 90 Db 
6. Between 60 – 89 Db 
7. Between30 -  59 Db 
8. I do not know 

Question 2B: cochlear implant 
Do you have a CI? 

3. Yes 
4. No 

Question 2C: starting age of deafness 
When did you lose your hearing: 

6. I was born deaf / hard of hearing 
7. Before age 3 
8. Between 3 – 17 years old 
9. Between 18 – 30 years old 
10. After 30 years of age 

 

Communication 
 
Question 3A: preferred communication with your family 
How do you prefer to communicate with your family (you can select more than one option): 

5. Dutch Sign Language (NGT) 
6. Sign Supported Dutch (NmG) 
7. Spoken language 
8. Written language 

Question 3B: communication with your family 
How do you and your family communicate (you can select more than one option): 

1. Dutch Sign Language (NGT) 
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2. Sign Supported Dutch (NmG) 
3. Spoken language 
4. Written language 

 

Employment 
Question 4a: employment 
Are you currently employed? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

Question 4B: preferred communication at work 
How do you prefer to communicate at work (you can select more than one option): 

1. Dutch Sign Language (NGT) 
2. Sign Supported Dutch (NmG) 
3. Spoken language 
4. Written language 

Question 4C: communication at work 
How do you communicate at school (you can select more than one option): 

1. Dutch Sign Language (NGT) 
2. Sign Supported Dutch (NmG) 
3. Spoken language 
4. Written language 

Question 4D: interpreter at work 
Do you use an interpreter at work? 

1. Yes, often 
2. Yes, sometimes 
3. No, never 

 
If yes to question 4D, then then the following questions were asked: 
 
Question 4E: kind of interpreter 
What kind of interpreter do you use at work (you can select more than one option)? 

1. Dutch Sign Language (NGT) 
2. Sign Supported Dutch (NmG) 
3. Palantypist  

 
Question 4F: hours per week 
How many hours per week (average) do you use an interpreter? 

1. 1 – 5 hours 
2. 6 – 10 hours 
3. 11 – 15 hours 
4. More than 15 hours 
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Question 4G: Cooperation with interpreter at work 
Does your work place generally consider the interpreter’s needs? 

1. Yes, very much 
2. Yes, ok 
3. No 

Question 4H: Your interpreter requirements  
Do you have specific interpreter requirements in the work setting? 

3. Yes, namely: 
4. No, because 

 
 

 

Your past Education 
 
Question 5A: Your level of accomplished education 
What is your highest accomplished level of education: 

9. Elementary school 
10. VMBO 
11. HAVO 
12. VWO 
13. MBO 
14. HBO 
15. University 
16. Other, namely:  

Question 5B: more deaf students at school 
Were there more deaf students with you in the classroom? 

3. Yes 
4. No 

Question 5C: friends at school 
Did you have friends at school? 

3. Yes 
4. No 

Question 5D: did you feel accepted at school 
Did you feel generally accepted at school? 

3. Yes 
4. No 

 
Question 5E: extra support at school 
Did you get extra support or guidance at school? 

4. Yes, during my whole education 
5. Yes, during part of my education 
6. No 
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7. I do not remember 

Question 5F: parents involved in school 
Were your parents / family involved with your school? 

3. Yes 
4. No 
5. I do not remember 

 
Question 5G: back to school 
 
If it would be possible, would you like to go back to school again in the future? 

1. Yes 
2. No 
3. Maybe 

 
 

Interpreting services 
 
Question 6A: percentage of school hours with an interpreter 
What percentage of all school hours did you have a sign language interpreter: 

7. 100% of all school hours 
8. 80% of all school hours 
9. 60% of all school hours 
10. 40% of all school hours 
11. 20% of all school hours 
12. Less than 20% of all school hours 
13. I do not remember 

Question 6B: more hours interpreting service 
Would you have liked to have an interpreter for more hours? 

4. Yes 
5. No 
6. I already have for 100% of the time an interpreter 

Question 6C: moment of interpreter usage 
Did you also use an interpreter for (tick all that apply): 

6. Break time 
7. Sports education 
8. School outings 
9. School parties 
10. Other, namely:  

Question 6D: Cooperation by the school with the interpreter 
Did the school consider the interpreters’ needs? 

4. Yes 
5. Yes, a little bit 
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6. No 

Question 6E: Your cooperation with the interpreter 
Did you have a good cooperation with your interpreter in school? 

4. Yes, very good 
5. Yes, ok 
6. No 

Question 6F: Your interpreter requirements  
Did you have specific interpreter requirements in the educational setting? 

1. Yes, namely: 
2. No, because 

Question 6G: communication through an interpreter 
Were you happy to be in a regular school with an interpreter: 

1. Yes, namely: 
2. No, because 

Question 6H: skills of the interpreter(s) 
Were you generally happy with the skills of your interpreter(s): 

1. Yes, namely: 
2. No, because 

Question 6I: satisfied with the interpreter(s) 
Were you generally happy with the professional attitude of your interpreter(s): 

1. Yes, namely: 
2. No, because 

 

Thank you 
Thank you for your participation in the survey.  

 

 


