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“Language means freedom to me”
perspectives of Deaf and
hard-of-hearing students on their
experiences in the English as a
foreign language classroom
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Introduction: Teaching English as a foreign language (EFL) to Deaf and hard-of-
hearing (DHH) students is regarded as a major challenge.The aim of the study
is to examine the perspectives of DHH students regarding their experiences in
the EFL classroom.

Methods: Utilizing a qualitative design, semi-structured interviews were conducted
with 17 former DHH students who learned English at German schools for the DHH.

Results: The findings reveal various language combinations within the EFL
classroom, which entirely depend on the teacher. Several critical aspects of the
EFL classes were highlighted, including the insufficient foreign sign language
competences of teachers, the juxtaposition of German Sign Language (DGS)
signs and spoken English, and the lack of Deaf cultural content and awareness
in the teaching. Additionally, the absence of interactive engagement in the EFL
classroom was noted as a significant issue. Based on the DHH students’ EFL
learning experiences, both English and American Sign Language (ASL) served
as foreign languages for young DHH individuals, particularly in the context of
international communication and social media engagement.

Discussion: This study underscores the importance of integrating ASL into
EFL classrooms to better support DHH students’ language learning needs. The
findings highlight the critical role of teacher training in ASL and the necessity
for standardized approaches to EFL instruction. By aligning teaching practices
with students’ lived experiences and incorporating sign language, educators can
foster more inclusive, effective learning environments that not only enhance
academic success but also affirm students’ identities and rights.

KEYWORDS
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1 Introduction

This research is based on the understanding of Deaf and hard-of-hearing (DHH) people
being bimodal-multilingual learners. Bimodal multilingualism refers to the learning and use
of languages in two different modalities: spoken languages, which are conveyed acoustically
or in writing, and sign languages, which are expressed manually and perceived visually. While
the acquisition of a spoken language is only partially possible for DHH individuals, even with
technical support, sign languages are fully accessible to DHH students when offered. Signed
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and spoken languages show very little articulatory or perceptual
overlap, and signed languages have no standardized, widely-used
written systems (Becker and Jaeger, 2019). Despite empirical evidence
demonstrating the benefits of sign language proficiency for processing
written forms of languages (Villwock et al., 2021), the inclusion of sign
language in teaching is not standard practice.

Acquiring English on an intermediate to professional level is a
requirement of inclusion, as English competence opens doors to
international academic and professional opportunities and enriches
leisure activities. The aim of English as a foreign language (EFL) teaching
is the preparation for authentic (real-world) language interactions (Berlin
Senate Department for Education, Youth, and Science, 2015). In
Germany, students mandatorily begin learning English in primary
school across all federal states. The same applies to DHH students
following the mainstream curriculum: DHH students must acquire a
certain (high) level of English proficiency in order to pass nationwide
standardized exams, gain entrance to tertiary education and to become -
just as their hearing peers - global citizens who are able to navigate
international settings of any kind (Bartz and Eitzen, 2016). Despite the
importance of the subject, teaching EFL to DHH students has been
broadly discussed as a major challenge for teachers (see Urbann, 2020,
for an overview). For example, a specific training on how to teach English
to DHH students is nonexistent. In the current teacher training programs
in Germany, DHH education and the subject of English are studied
separately, resulting in a lack of overlap and integrated content.
Inadequate teacher education leads to frustration and a wide, inconsistent
spectrum of EFL classroom practices. To gain insights into these
practices through the perspective of DHH students in Germany, this
qualitative interview study was conducted. The following section outlines
the potential languages and language systems that may be used in EFL
classrooms with DHH students. Additionally, it provides an overview on
the current state of research, summarizing existing findings in the field
and highlighting the relevance of this study.

2 Background

Sign languages, such as DGS, are fully fledged languages with a
distinctive grammar and syntax that differ from languages in spoken and
written forms. Sign languages use spatial grammar and rely on visual-
spatial modality, incorporating movements of the hands, facial
expressions, and body language to convey meaning [see Pfau et al. (2012)
for DGS]. Specifically, sign languages used in countries with English as
an official language (or a national language and lingua franca) are not
identical but differ fundamentally in linguistic terms. Broadly speaking,
these sign languages include American Sign Language (ASL) and the
British- Australian-New Zealand Sign Language (BANZSL; Schembri
etal, 2010). BANZSL is further subdivided into British Sign Language
(BSL), Australian Sign Language, and New Zealand Sign Language
according to the respective countries. ASL is primarily used in the
United States and Canada, but also in other countries where individuals
with ASL proficiency have influenced the educational landscape, such as
in Guatemala or Ghana (Nyst, 2007; Parks and Parks, 2008). Also ASL
has been influencing International Sign, which is not a natural language
but “a set of conventions [...] that some authors have said are pidgin-like
“(World Federation of the Deaf and World Association of Sign Language
Interpreters, 2019, 1). Looking at general teaching practices with DHH
students again, sign language mixed with spoken language is also used.
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On the one hand there exist artificially created combined forms such as
Signed Exact English (SEE) or Signed English (SE) that follow prescribed
rules. Unlike ASL, these artificially created combined forms follow the
English word order and grammar rules. SEE and SE are systems of
manual communication by visually representing the English language.
These manual communication systems are primarily used in educational
settings to support the development of English literacy competencies of
DHH students. On the other hand, there is contact signing [also known
as Pidgin Sign(ed) English], which combines spoken English with ASL
in a free and ‘natural’ form. In addition to using ASL signs, facial
expressions are employed to mark different sentence types and emotions,
and the signing space is utilized (Baker-Shenk and Cokely, 1996; Reilly
and Mclntire, 1980; Woodward, 1973). The German equivalent to
contact signing is Sign Supported German. Within this system, German
signs are used in conjunction with spoken German to provide additional
visual information, thereby supporting or clarifying the spoken message.
Both Sign Supported German and contact signing do not possess their
own grammars but instead follow the grammars of the spoken or written
forms of their respective languages (Steinbach et al., 2007). German
Signs with English Mouthing appears as a special form that occurs in
English as a foreign language teaching in Germany, where spoken
English is accompanied by signs from German Sign Language. This
mode of communication is not a natural language but rather a type of
auxiliary system.

Since the 2000s, (inter-)national empirical work and practice reports
on the discourse of “teaching English to DHH students” have been
presented, resulting in a broad spectrum of discussion. The
methodological approaches vary greatly, which affects the validity of the
publications (Kang and Scott, 2021). In certain publications, the authors
describe the teaching of English with a specific group of learners, or the
authors explain their own teaching approach. More generally, Ay and Sen
Bartan (2022, Turkey), Stoppock (2014, Germany) and Ramos Martin-
Pozo (2022, Spain), describe didactic-methodological considerations for
teaching English and adaptations of curricula for DHH students,
especially focussing on the English in its written form, visualizations, and
using technological tools. In the German context, the focus lies on the
introduction of another sign language, namely ASL, into the EFL
classroom. Bartz and FEitzen (2016) discuss the opportunities and
limitations of ASL as contact signs in English classes in upper secondary
level at a vocational school for the DHH in Germany. Kremp (2015)
reports on her enriching ASL use in English classes. Poppendieker (2011)
published a paper in which she traced her didactic choices regarding
English instruction at the Elbschule in Hamburg, Germany, and
discussed the use of SEE in her teaching (Poppendieker, 2011, 25). Bartz
and Eitzen (2016), Kremp (2015), and Poppendieker (2011) agree that
from a teacher’s perspective, the use of ASL has a positive impact on
students’ motivation to learn English. As a result of their experiences, the
four teachers also describe their impression that the memorization of
English words is increased through the use of ASL signs and that the
students can learn new ASL signs quickly and with appropriate methods
(for example with the help of dictionaries). According to Poppendieker
(2011), the acquisition of ASL signs leads to increased communication
in the classroom, making the English class become interactive.

Other research describes how English language instruction is
implemented in a school setting, such as an anonymous school in
Kazakhstan (Sultanbekova, 2019) or the Dharma Bhakti Dharma
Pertiwi Special School in Indonesia (see Puri et al, 2019).
Complementary, Ristiani (2018) describes general challenges of
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teaching English to DHH students in Indonesia without using the
term “sign language” once. Both examples focus on a phonetic and
written language approach. As an educator, the question is how to
consciously choose an approach keeping in mind the diverse learner
group and their individual needs and competencies. The current state
of English language teaching with DHH students related to a particular
for France country—was surveyed in studies by Bedoin (2011). Kontra
etal. (2015a) for Hungary, by Domagata-Zysk (2011, 2019) for Poland,
by Machova (2019) for Czech Republic, by Nisha and Gill (2020) for
India, by Quay (2005) for Japan, by Pritchard (2004); Poppendieker
(2011) for Norway, and by Uradarevi¢ (2016) for Serbia. Bedoin’s
(2011) research is based on a questionnaire survey in 104 schools,
comprising 12 semi-structured interviews with teachers, and 68
classroom observations. She concludes that there is a great diversity
in teaching English to DHH students in France. In addition, she
describes the challenges for teachers to teach English adequately, due
to the lack of professional qualifications for teaching English to DHH
students or in view of the great heterogeneity of the learning groups,
among other factors. In order to improve the quality of English
teaching, Bedoin (2011) calls for improved training of teachers who
teach foreign languages to DHH students. All teachers who
participated in her study were hearing; perspectives of students on
their English instruction were not collected. Following the clear
formulation in the introduction of Bedoin’s article, where the author
states “(t)he purpose is not to teach them a foreign sign language, such
as British sign language (BSL) or American sign language (ASL), but
standard written and/or spoken English” (Bedoin, 2011, 160), the use
of sign language is not discussed any further. In contrast, Kontra
et al's (2015a) survey explicitly addresses the central role of sign
language for DHH students. As one of the few studies in the field that
actually gathered data and evaluated responses from different
perspectives, the Hungarian research team conducted a questionnaire
survey (N=105 students), interviews (N=10 teachers and N=7
principals), and also classroom observations. Three of the ten teachers
interviewed had completed professional training in both English and
teaching DHH students, four in one of the two subject areas (either
English or Deaf education), and three in neither. Since auditory-verbal
instruction was predominant in Hungary at the time of the survey,
there was little or no use of sign language in English classes. The
teachers interviewed wished to have more competencies in Hungarian
sign language in order to have more lively exchanges with their
students, as well as appropriate materials and methods for teaching
English to DHH students to better motivate students to learn English
[also see Uradarevi¢ (2016)]. Although students should have reached
level A2 (“elementary”) of the “Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages” in reading and writing by grade 8, teachers
consider level Al (“beginner”) to be more realistic.

European and international research more and more calls for the
explicit integration of national sign languages in English classes. Along
with Kontra etal.'s (2015b) call for Hungarian Sign Language, Machova
(2019) makes a case for Czech Sign Language, as do Nisha and Gill
(2020) for Indian Sign Language, and Quay (2005) for Japanese Sign
Language (or ASL). A position contrary to these demands is taken by
the Polish researcher (Domagala-Zysk 2019). The use of Polish Sign
Language should be reduced in English classes, she argues. In her
numerous writings, Domagata-Zy$k does not comment on the possible
inclusion of a sign language from an English-speaking country. Among
other methodological impulses for teaching English to DHH students,
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she has developed a modification of the National School Curriculum
for English as a subject for DHH students (e. g. by dropping
“pronunciation” as a learning objective or adding “getting to know
famous DHH people from other countries”). Although English literacy
is generally important from an educational perspective, DHH students
do not participate in English classes everywhere. For example, in
mainstream classes in Hungary, DHH students are excluded from
foreign language classes (Kontra et al., 2015a). In Serbia, special
regulations apply, according to which DHH students either do not
participate in English classes at all or are taught according to an adapted
curriculum (Uradarevi¢, 2016). Also in Serbia, the focus of English
lessons is on written language competence, although according to the
author, speech and language exercises are also carried out with the
support of a speech therapist, among others, and contrastive work is
done with English and Serbian. Berent (2001) also takes up the aspect
of the comparison of two written languages and discusses the specific
challenges with regard to the acquisition of English grammar by
comparing Czech and English. That students students can successfully
learn BSL was demonstrated by Pritchard (2011) in a small study [N =
29 students (experimental group: N = 15 DHH students and without
additional disabilities who learned BSL; control group: N = 8 Swedish
bimodal-bilingual taught DHH students without BSL skills and N = 6
hearing Norwegian students without sign language skills)].

Pritchard (2004) describes the situation of English teaching in
Norway differently. In the early 2000s, BSL was introduced in grade 1,
and English was not focused on any further than grade 4. In English
classes, recordings of BSL-native signers were used as language
models. In addition, numerous teachers in Norway were already
trained in BSL through corresponding EU programs. In her positive
remarks about teaching English with BSL, Pritchard emphasizes the
professional quality of the teachers as a central factor for success. They
should be competent in both English and BSL in order to be able to
function not necessarily as linguistic role models, but primarily as
competent learning facilitators. Teachers report that students are
highly motivated to learn BSL, regardless of their degree of hearing
loss or their preferred mode of communication. The previously
mentioned Hungarian group of researchers looked at more in-depth
aspects of English language teaching in the Hungarian context. As one
of the research group members, Kontra (2013) retrospectively
interviewed 23 DHH adults about their experiences in foreign
language classes. The statements highlighted the barriers that DHH
people face in language learning: An educational landscape that does
not sufficiently address the needs of DHH people; a lack of appropriate
teaching materials; a lack of well-trained teachers; a lack of sign
language use and sign language competencies on the part of the
teachers. The respondents were positive about the use of sign language
(e. g. ASL) in the foreign language classroom, because it strengthens
the motivation to learn the foreign language. The barriers described
by Kontra (2013) were confirmed in another study by Kontra et al.
(2015b). In this study, 31 DHH students were interviewed about their
experiences in foreign language classrooms. The students reported
needing extra help in foreign language learning and having to exert
more effort, which led to low motivation to learn. In addition, many
students felt that their own competence in Hungarian was not
sufficient to learn another spoken language. At the same time, they
considered the use of Hungarian sign language in foreign language
classes as indispensable and highly motivating, which is also
confirmed by Kontra and Csizér 2013; (N=331) in an extended way
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for a foreign sign language and in principle by Csizér et al. (2015). This
study, which surveyed 96 DHH students from eight different schools,
found that DHH students tend not to consider themselves as language
learners and do not develop a positive vision here. This lack of an ideal
vision of a ‘desired L2 self’ complicates the foreign language
learning process.

Despite the critical descriptions of the current state of English
language teaching, from which impulses for the design of English
language teaching have been derived, there are hardly any empirical
studies to date which examine the effectiveness of English language
teaching, for example with regard to the learning level of the students
(Kang and Scott, 2021). Pritchard (2004), for example, surveys
students’ BSL competences and provides arguments for its use, but
concrete statements on students’ English competences are missing. In
addition, it is noticeable that most publications are written by hearing
experts without openly reflecting this perspective. Publications that
include the perspective of DHH people call for the use of a sign
language from an English speaking country in EFL classes because it
is assumed that it can increase students’ motivation to learn English
and enable spontaneous international communication (for example
Poppendieker, 2011; Kontra and Csizér, 2013; Csizér et al., 2015;
Csizér and Kontra, 2020). Fister (2017) states in her research that there
is indeed no difference between hearing and DHH students of English
in their motivational approach to learning English as a global
language. However, the aspect of international communities that use
International Sign or written English might be a contributing factor
for DHH students that need further assessment in the future. For the
sake of completeness, it should be briefly mentioned that some
teaching methods were also evaluated. However, without much value
for the EFL teaching itself, as they confirm the usage of established
methods to teach DHH students in general: Their evaluation of
teaching methods in the EFL classroom with DHH students indicates
that visual support enhances vocabulary teaching effectiveness
(Birinci and Sarigoban, 2021), while subtitles and videos also prove to
be effective (Baranowska, 2022).

In summary, the existing research findings include only a very
limited number of research projects in the field of bimodal-
multilingual EFL teaching. Also, there is a lack of comprehensive,
country-specific research on EFL teaching practices to DHH students.
While research by Kontra et al. (2015a) in Hungary and Bedoin (2011)
in France offers valuable insights, a more comprehensive
understanding of the diverse needs of DHH students in various
educational settings, such as Germany, is essential. This study aims to
examine the perspectives of DHH bimodal-multilingual students in
German EFL classrooms.

3 Our study

To explore the perspectives of DHH students on their experiences
in the EFL classroom at schools for the DHH in Germany, three
research questions were investigated:

1 How do DHH students perceive the communication in the
EFL classroom?

2 What do students perceive as challenges in the EFL classroom?

3 How do DHH students relate to English and sign languages
from English-speaking countries?
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3.1 Methods

To answer the research questions, semi-structured interviews
were conducted and analyzed using qualitative content analysis
according to Kuckartz and Radiker (2022). The selection criteria and
composition of the sample as well as the process of data collection and
data analysis are described in the following.

3.2 Sample

The study’s sample selection criteria were carefully defined to
ensure relevance and representativeness. Participants were
required to meet the following four criteria: (1) Their everyday
mode of communication is DGS, (2) they are at least 18 years old,
(3) they left a school for the DHH in Germany not earlier than in
2014, (4) they attended schools for the DHH in Germany for at
least ten years. The sample was recruited via Deaf community
gatekeepers, e. g. associations of DHH young people. 17 young
adults, who met the inclusion criteria and gave their informed
consent to the study were included. They were between 20 and
27 years old and came from different federal states in Germany.
Altogether, they went to 18 different schools for the DHH in
Germany, which corresponds to almost a third of the schools for
the DHH in Germany. All but two of the participants were
university students. The following table shows the composition of
the interview study sample in alphabetical order of the pseudonyms
(Table 1).

3.3 Data collection

In the process of data collection, semi-structured interviews were
chosen (Supplementary material). Due to pragmatic reasons (the
interviewees came from different places in Germany) the interviews
were conducted and recorded via the software Zoom. The interviews
took place in DGS and were led by one of the authors, a native German
signer with expertise in empirical interviewing. This person attended
schools for the DHH in Germany herself, where she also learned
English, following “DEAF-SAME” (Kusters and Friedner, 2015, x).
DEAF SAME “emphasizes at the feeling of deaf similitude and [...] is
grounded in experiential ways of being in the world as deaf people
with (what are assumed) to be shared [...] experiences” (Kusters and
Friedner, 2015). The basis of the interviews was an interview guideline
that had been tested in a preliminary pilot study. This interview
guideline can be viewed in the Supplementary material of this article.
After a greeting, informed consent and the collection of some
contextual data about the interviewee, the interview developed along
the following three blocks of questions, among others: communication
in the EFL classroom, criticism of the EFL classroom practices, the
meaning of English and a sign language from an English speaking
country to the former students. These blocks were assigned to the
three research questions. All DGS interviews were translated into
German by a professional sign language interpreter. The German
translations were subsequently transcribed and cross-verified with the
signed originals by two researchers of the team, both fluent in DGS
and German, one of whom was the interviewer herself, to ensure
accuracy and prevent translation errors.
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TABLE 1 Characteristics of Participants

interview no. age in years pseudonym occupation no. of schools visited  graduation year
1 22 Alex trainee 1 2019
2 24 Bo university student 2 2019
3 20 Charly university student 3 2022
4 26 Dani employee 2 2017
5 22 Eike university student 2 2018
6 25 Elis university student 4 2018
7 27 Jona employee and university student 3 2017
8 22 Kim university student 2 2022
9 24 Lian employee 2 2019
10 22 Lou university student 3 2022
11 25 Luca university student 2 2014
12 23 Noa university student 3 2022
13 27 Rani university student 2 2016
14 23 Robin university student 3 2021
15 21 Toni university student 2 2020
16 24 Willo university student 3 2021
17 20 Uli university student 2 2022

3.4 Data analysis

The analysis of the collected contextual data about the interviewees
were conducted in tabular form. Before the qualitative analysis of the
material, pseudonyms were assigned, and the names of schools, places,
and teachers were removed from the transcripts to protect the
sensitive data of the participants and shift the focus from the
individuals providing the data to the content of the data itself. After
that all interviews were summarized in preparation for the content
analysis.The qualitative content analysis of the interview transcripts
was carried out using MAXQDA 2022 (VERBI Software, 2021). In
accordance with the analysis approach of Kuckartz and Ridiker
(2022), the category system was initially derived from the research
questions and further refined through an inductive analysis of the data
material. For each category, a definition and coding rules were
recorded in a coding guide, which ensured the uniform assignment of
text passages to the categories within the research team. The original
text excerpts were first reproduced in their own words (paraphrase).
The wealth of statements per category was abstracted by summarizing
them into superordinate statements or partial findings (generalization),
from which the main findings were then derived. The development of
the category system was based on 4 of the 17 interviews, which
corresponds to 23.5% of the data material. The other data sets were
then coded, whereby the category system was constantly checked and
further subcategories were added. The number of subcategories vary
according to the complexity of the main category. For example, the
main category ‘criticism of English lessons” has 16 subcategories,
whereas the main category ‘importance of languages’ has only 3
subcategories. A tabular overview of the main 4 categories and
subcategories can be found in the Supplementary material. Consensual
coding was employed throughout the whole process, involving four
individuals who worked in alternating tandems to ensure reliability
and validity in the coding process. All four researchers are fluent in
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both German Sign Language and German. In cases of divergent
coding within a tandem, the original material was reviewed, and a
consensus was reached among all four researchers.

3.5 Results

The results’ presentation is structured according to the three
research questions. Firstly, how DHH students perceive the
communication in the EFL classroom.

3.5.1 Various language combinations appear,
exclusively depending on the teacher

Overall, the participants described nine different language
combinations that are used in the EFL classroom. Besides written
English, different sign languages were used: British Sign Language,
American Sign Language and German Sign Language. Eike’s
description of the continuous change between languages which
depended mainly on the teacher was exemplary: “But there
we alternated between BSL and ASL, depending on the teacher (...).
The written language also alternated between British English and
American English” Also, the interview partners reported that
German and English were spoken in the EFL classroom. Besides
these two language modalities, mixed forms were also part of the
teaching: Signed Exact English, Sign Supported German and German
Sign Language with English mouthing. This leads to very diverse EFL
teaching practices in which the use of languages depends exclusively
on the teacher. The most common form of communication was a
combination of German signs with English mouthing. The former
students described this combination as highly confusing, for example
Dani: “[...] to have German or the German gesture with English
mouthing I did not get anything together at all. I did not understand
anything” What the former students recalled as positive and
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beneficial throughout was the use of ASL. For example, Bo described
the ASL experience as follows: “[...] and then Ms. X came to our
class. And she signed ASL. And we sat there and could not believe it.
And T just thought to myself: Yes, that’s it” Despite the language and
modality employed by the teacher, the former students naturally
gravitated toward using the sign language that felt most intuitive and
accessible to them for communication amongst themselves, as
elucidated by Rani: “But among ourselves, I think we handled it in
DGS and I think if it [classroom language] had been ASL, we probably
could have used ASL as well. But we did not adopt this language
mix-up among ourselves”

Secondly, the question what DHH students perceive as challenges
in the EFL classroom was addressed.

3.5.2 Insufficient ASL/BSL competences of teachers

In addition to broader criticisms like monotony in the EFL
classroom and the pressure to excel, the interviewees mainly criticized
the missing or inadequate ASL/BSL competences of their teachers. Elis
formulated to the point: “And then, of course, it also requires teachers
who can understand everything and that is the difficulty. So, I had
teachers who of course did not fully understand me. Therefore, I did
not sign fully in ASL, I had to adapt my language level to the teachers’
skills, the language I used had to be limited and these limited language
skills were then assessed. In my opinion, that’s absolutely not okay.
That’s transgressive in my opinion.”

3.5.3 Juxtaposition of DGS signs and spoken English

Moreover, the former DHH students consistently mentioned
concerns about the haphazard and bewildering language mixture
employed by teachers, particularly the juxtaposition of DGS signs and
spoken English. This confusing language mix hindered comprehension
and learning, resulting in demotivation and limited access to foreign
language resources. Consequently, students, such as Willo, struggled
to acquire language skills effectively. “[...] I simply could not
understand everything, that English was spoken and German was
signed and I could not get it all together afterwards. And I just sat
frustrated at school and had to learn somehow.”

3.5.4 Teachers’ lack of ASL grammar competences
Following this point, the former students also critically highlighted
the teachers’ lack of ASL grammar competences, as Lou mentioned in an
exemplary way: “Well, the teachers just used this Sign Supported
German. That's why many of them simply did not know about the
grammar in ASL” Although the students criticized the teachers for their
perceived lack of competences, they also expressed gratitude for the
effort made to learn ASL and incorporate it into their teaching: “And
then a new teacher came to our school as a trainee teacher and took over
our class and she familiarized herself with ASL and also used ASL quite
alot. She had been learning it somehow for three and a half years and
had worked her way into it. It wasn't full-fledged, but at least it was more
than before” Building upon this criticism the interviewees demanded
DHH students to be taught in full-fledged ASL in the EFL classroom.

3.5.5 Lack of Deaf cultural content and awareness

In addition to the absence of foreign sign language skills, the lack
of Deaf cultural content in the lessons and the teachers’ insufficient
Deaf cultural awareness were also critically noted: “And that you do
not just take language and not just hearing culture. I've always had the
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impression that only hearing people were given a closer look at
English-speaking culture and I think as a Deaf person you identify
more with Deaf persons and Deaf culture. And that was
completely missing”

3.5.6 Substituting spoken English

In general, the use of spoken language within the EFL classroom
was perceived as meaningless by the former DHH students. Most
interviewees only considered the use of spoken English of some
importance when it came to the issue of spoken language exams and
how their school and English teacher(s) dealt with this particular
challenge. Some interview partners reported they were sometimes
only offered oral exams or listening comprehension exercises. Besides
oral exams and listening comprehension exercises, some students,
especially the ones with general qualification for university entrance,
had chat exams instead of oral exams in their last years of school and
highly criticized this exam form as well, e. g. Bo: “At X school we had
chat exams. These exams were incredibly criticized. Because the
person sitting opposite us, which means the person we chatted with,
was drawn by lot. [...] So we were given these tasks. We always dealt
with the topics a bit beforehand. We were then allowed to write a text.
So it was just a chat. Then at some point the time was up. Then we sent
it to one person. And I did not know who it was. This person was
sitting in another room and was sent my text. And then I was supposed
to take on a role based on a task. Be it the boss, be it the salesperson.
Be it person XY. So I looked at the text. And my counterpart was also
given a role. And we were supposed to enter into a dialog, but in chat
form. [...] And that’s what the exam looked like. The bad thing about
it was that, on the one hand, the program, so let us say I typed
something and I realized: Oh, no, it's wrong at the beginning. Then
I had to delete everything I had typed so far to correct it. [...] Maybe
you were somehow unlucky with your partner, who either did not feel
like it or could not do it. [...] And that always meant that there was no
other solution. But actually, there probably needs to be a new solution
somehow. But then every student would have to have the privilege of
learning ASL”

3.5.7 Missing interaction

Besides the former students’ descriptions of chat exams, the
missing meaningfulness and frustration was evident within other
instances regarding their EFL classroom experiences, such as missing
interaction, as Bo mentioned: “It was only ever written on the
blackboard or on the worksheet. And if it was wrong, it was explained
to us. So there was never any interaction question, answer, question,
answer. None at all. Zero. Always just tasks that we had to complete.
Then it was explained why that was the case. Why this tense is used.
Why -ed or -ing is used now and so on. This was explained to us in
DGS. There was no interaction.”

The challenges perceived by DHH students regarding their English
classes highlight several key issues. Firstly, there is dissatisfaction with
the insufficient ASL/BSL competencies of teachers, leading to limited
linguistic expression and frustration among students. Additionally,
concerns arise from the haphazard mixing of DGS signs with spoken
English, making comprehension challenging for students. Moreover,
the lack of ASL grammar competences among teachers impedes
effective instruction, although efforts to incorporate ASL are
acknowledged. Furthermore, the absence of Deaf cultural content in
lessons and the inadequate awareness of Deaf culture by teachers are
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noted, leaving students feeling excluded. The use of spoken language
within the EFL classroom is deemed meaningless by former DHH
students, who criticize chat exams and the lack of meaningful
interaction in lessons. These findings underscore the need for improved
teacher training and curriculum development to better support the
linguistic and cultural needs of DHH students in English language
education. Thirdly, the question was addressed how DHH students
relate to English and sign languages from English-speaking countries.

3.5.8 Crucial importance of English and ASL as
foreign languages

Generally speaking, both the acquisition of English and
specifically ASL as a foreign sign language were highly important to
DHH students. English and ASL served as gateways to the world,
facilitating access to communication, education, and society for DHH
students. Bo clarified: “[...] to communicate with people today
without any problems in English [...] that is so pleasant. It’s so valuable
to have this broad access. I had some access to the English language
before. But to have a much broader one now [with ASL] and to be able
to communicate is really nice” Representatively for most of the
interviewed former students, Charly described English as “[...]
beautiful. So my perspective on the English language is simple, it’s a
world language. It's omnipresent in my everyday life. As I said, on my
phone, on my laptop and even now in my studies, I would say half of
it is in English and so it’s just second nature. So I say that I can only
express certain things in English and certain things only in German.”

3.5.9 Rare use of English in daily lives and
predominantly use on social media platforms

Despite the significant importance of ASL and English, it
appears that not all interviewees utilize it regularly in their daily
lives. Nine participants mentioned that they either never or rarely
use English in their everyday activities. Rani explained: “Sure, when
I'm on vacation I have to be able to read English, I have to be able
to write English, but otherwise I do not really use it at all. What did
I learn it for? No, I mean, of course it’s a world language and when
I see my parents who cannot speak it at all, it’s not wrong. But at the
moment, in everyday life, I do not use it at all” One context in
which many interviewees predominantly used written English was
on social media platforms or when communicating with
international friends, as Luca reasoned: “Because I have friends all
over the world where I have to chat in English” The interviewees
not only actively engage in using English on social media platforms
but also passively encounter it when reading posts. Jona stated: “I
follow quite a few accounts that post in English on Instagram.
Some interview partners also highlighted the advantages of written
English for studying at university, reading books, at work, watching
movies, and traveling.

3.5.10 International contacts through
international sign and ASL

International Sign and ASL was mentioned particularly for social
contacts and friendships, but also for participation in cultural events
and social media engagements to stay up to date. As Luca stated: “And
at the moment, when media is distributed around the world, it is also
distributed in ASL or International Sign. And that’s why you actually
see it every day”
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The acquisition of English and ASL was deemed highly important
by DHH students, serving as vital tools for communication, education,
and societal integration. As Uli succinctly stated: “Language means
freedom to me” Participants emphasized the value of English as a
global language, facilitating broad access to information and
communication channels. However, it was noted that not all
interviewees regularly utilize English in their daily lives, with many
primarily encountering it on social media platforms or when
communicating with international friends. Conversely, International
Sign and ASL were highlighted as crucial for social contacts,
friendships, and participation in cultural events, reflecting their
significance in fostering international connections and staying
engaged with global media.

3.6 Discussion

In this section, the findings are contextualized within the existing
body of research and limitations of the present study are revealed. Most
of the studies available to date are general descriptions of English
language teaching in a country or in a school. Thus, only few studies have
collected data to which reference can be made here. Only in the studies
conducted by Kontra (2013) and Kontra et al. (2015b), the perspective of
DHH EFL learners were analyzed. In all three studies the insufficient
training of teachers was criticized and the use of a foreign sign language
in the classroom was positively mentioned. In contrast to findings of the
study by Csizér et al. (2015), the former DHH students in this study
strongly identified as language learners and highlighted the importance
of learning English and ASL as foreign languages in school. They regard
these languages as gateways to the world, providing access to
communication, education, and society, aligning with the aim of EFL
teaching posed by the Berlin Senate Department for Education, Youth,
and Science (2015). However, according to the interviewees in this study,
who described a lack of interaction in their EFL learning experiences,
this objective is not being met.

Other aspects that were emphasized in previous studies are
missing concepts and great diversity in teaching English to DHH
students as described by Bedoin (2011). Bedoin’s findings are
congruent with the experiences of the participants in this study,
who describe a total of nine different language combinations whose
use depends exclusively on the respective teacher and their
respective language skills. The call by Kontra et al. (2015b),
Machova (2019), Nisha and Gill (2020) and Quay (2005) for the
explicit integration of the national sign language in EFL teaching
does not coincide with the experiences of the former students in
this study. They tend to cite the integration of national sign
language, in this case DGS, as a point of criticism, particularly in
combination with spoken English. In alignment with Pritchard
(2004); Bedoin (2011), who highlights the professional quality of
teachers as a crucial factor for success in foreign language teaching,
this study also identifies the insufficient language skills of teachers
in ASL as a major point of criticism.

Given that BANZSL and ASL are two distinct language systems,
the question which sign language should be integrated into English
instruction in (German) schools for the DHH is far more complex
than the debate over the preference for British or American English in
the EFL classroom with hearing students. Within the discussion about
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which sign language should be used, one stated advantage of using
BSL in the EFL classroom with DHH students is the geographical
proximity of Germany and the United Kingdom, which could
theoretically make it easy to establish language contact in face-to-face
encounters. The geographical proximity compared to the United States
also theoretically enables foreign teachers to be trained in BSL, e. g.
with a diploma from the Council for Advancement of Communication
with deaf people (Pritchard, 2004, 2011). In addition, there is a greater
linguistic contrast between BSL and DGS, which can be used
didactically (Poppendieker, 2011), for example, the finger alphabet in
BSL is two-handed, in ASL as in DGS it is one-handed. The similarity
of the finger alphabets of DGS and ASL can also be seen as an
advantage and argument in favor of ASL. Furthermore, ASL dominates
social media and is therefore attractive to DHH students. Like Bartz
and Eitzen (2016), Kremp (2015), and Poppendieker (2011), who
highlight the positive impact of ASL on DHH students’ motivation in
EFL classrooms from a teacher’s perspective, the results of this study
further support this assertion from the perspective of the DHH
students themselves. ASL also shows a high proximity to International
Sign, which is regarded as an argument for its use in the EFL classroom
with DHH students (Landesfachkonferenz Englisch HK NRW, 2019).
Thus, teaching practice in Germany has effectively surpassed the
academic discourse, resulting in only a few schools where BSL is
officially used in the EFL classroom with DHH students.

3.7 Limitations

The study has two main limitations. Firstly, the interview data
were translated from DGS into German and then after analysis
selectively translated into English for this article to incorporate
quotations. Although the translations were conducted by professional
translators and subsequently reviewed by the research team, it cannot
be ruled out that linguistic nuances from the DGS may have been lost
in this two-step translation process. These nuances may be attributed
to the different linguistic modalities of signed and written languages.
Secondly, the predominantly academic background of the participants
limits the diversity of experiences represented in the study. Future
research should strive to include a more diverse range of educational
backgrounds, including vocational and non-traditional learning
environments, to capture a broader spectrum of language learning
experiences (see ‘implications for further research’).

3.8 Implications

The results of the study have implications for both EFL classrooms
with DHH students and future research.

3.8.1 Implications for the EFL classroom with
DHH students

In the EFL classroom, the integration of ASL is paramount for
fostering effective communication and language acquisition among
DHH students. However, to achieve this goal, future teacher training
programs must undergo significant adaptation. Teacher education
programs need to incorporate ASL practices and specific didactics to
equip educators with the necessary skills and knowledge to effectively
teach EFL using sign language. Furthermore, it is essential for all

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2024.1447191

schools for the DHH to adopt a standardized EFL concept that
includes ASL. This standardized approach will ensure consistency and
coherence in language instruction across different educational
settings, ultimately benefiting students by providing them with a
cohesive learning experience. Moreover, it is crucial to tailor EFL
instruction to the lived realities of DHH students by actively listening
to and incorporating their desires and needs, for example the need for
a more inclusive approach in EFL classrooms that recognizes and
integrates Deaf culture alongside the hearing English culture
traditionally emphasized. By taking into account students’ preferences
and feedback, educators can create a more inclusive and engaging
learning environment that empowers students to succeed academically
and develop proficiency in English and ASL.

In summary, the integration of ASL in EFL classrooms, coupled
with comprehensive teacher training and the adoption of standardized
EFL concepts, is essential for meeting the linguistic and educational
needs of DHH students. By aligning teaching practices with students’
lived experiences and aspirations, educators can foster a supportive
and empowering learning environment that facilitates language
acquisition and promotes academic success. Ultimately, this would
lead to a transformation of the EFL classroom into an “ASLFL’
classroom. In addition to offering insights for EFL classrooms with
DHH students, this study also suggests directions for future research.

3.8.2 Implications for future research

Future research should address several key areas to enhance
understanding of EFL learning among DHH individuals. Firstly,
including DHH students who communicate preferably in spoken
language is essential, as their experiences and perspectives may differ
significantly from those DHH students who prefer to communicate
in sign language. This inclusion would provide a more comprehensive
view of language learning challenges within the broader DHH
community. Second, incorporating Deaf+ students, who may have
additional disabilities or challenges beyond deafness, is crucial. Their
exclusion overlooks important insights into the intersectionality of
language learning and disability. Including Deaf+ students would
provide valuable perspectives on the unique barriers they face in
acquiring foreign languages. Third, the current focus on students
with DGS as their main language limits the generalizability of the
findings. Future research should include a more diverse range of
language backgrounds to explore potential variations in language
learning experiences and strategies among DHH students from
different linguistic backgrounds, including family education and
early childhood education. Fourth, a longitudinal study is required
to evaluate the outcomes of systematically incorporating ASL into
English instruction. Additionally, while student perspectives are
valuable, understanding practices in EFL classrooms also requires
input from teachers. Interviewing educators and observing their
instructional methods would provide a more holistic view of the
challenges and opportunities in teaching EFL to DHH students.
Future studies should also focus on measuring the objective benefits
of the additional use of ASL in the EFL classroom, for example by
taking into account their academic achievements in EFL classes and/
or co-activation of ASL and English of DHH young language learners.
Addressing these areas in future research will contribute to a more
nuanced understanding of language learning among DHH
individuals and inform the development of more inclusive and
effective educational practices.
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4 Conclusion

Since DHH students learn EFL in many countries around the
world, the issue of EFL teaching to DHH has become a topic of
international discussion. Across various educational systems — within
schools, across regions, and between nations — there exists significant
diversity in how English is taught as a foreign language. This variation
in teaching was also reflected in the present study. The findings of this
study revealed the diverse language combinations used in EFL
classrooms, which are largely dependent on individual teachers’
approaches. While a blend of German signs with English mouthing
emerged as the most prevalent yet bewildering mode of
communication, ASL stood out as the most advantageous form.
Further key issues identified include the limited proficiency of teachers
in foreign sign languages, specifically ASL, and the absence of Deaf
cultural content and awareness in instruction. The lack of interactive
and engaging teaching methods was highlighted as a significant
barrier to effective learning. In light of their described challenges, the
participants elaborated a clear vision of what they perceive as perfect
EFL teaching: ASL should be included to enhance the students’ foreign
language output and interaction within the classroom. Moreover,
participants emphasized the importance of creating a supportive
learning environment that celebrates Deaf culture and values the
unique experiences and perspectives of DHH students in order to
utilize intrinsic learner motivation.

Drawing from the experiences of DHH students, this study
emphasizes the critical importance of professional training for
teachers in ASL, which would lead to the emergence of ASLFL
classes. ASLFL classes would replace the current well-intentioned but
auto-didactical practice of some teachers who have already embarked
on the ASL journey. The former students we interviewed appreciated
teaching in ASL and requested that it be used more frequently
because they regard sign language as a crucial part of themselves, as
Bo stated: “And for me, sign language is the access for everyone. Both
in terms of family bonding, in terms of identity issues, in terms of
education. So, for me, [sign] language is really everything. Without
[sign] language, I probably would not be the person I am today.
I would not have my friends. I would not have been in school the way
I was. I would have faced a lot of barriers in my everyday life and I do
not think I would have the quality of life that I have today.” This quote
highlights the crucial importance of investing in foreign language
acquisition via a high quality EFL and ASLFL teaching for DHH
students. It is not merely an educational endeavor but a fundamental
human right (United Nations, 2006).
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