
 South African Journal of Education, Volume 40, Number 2, May 2020 1 

Art. #1735, 7 pages, https://doi.org/10.15700/saje.v40n2a1735 
 

The effect of limited sign language as barrier to teaching and learning among Deaf 

learners in South Africa 

 

Winnie Poelane Ngobeni  and Joseph Ramathibela Maimane  
Department of Professional Studies, Faculty of Humanities, Central University of Technology, Bloemfontein, South Africa 
wpngobeni@gmail.com 
Mmushetji Petrus Rankhumise  
Department of Mathematics, Science and Business Education, Faculty of Humanities, Tshwane University of Technology, 
Soshanguve, South Africa 
 
In the study reported on here we investigated the effects of sign language barriers among Deaf learners in special schools for 
the Deaf and Blind in the Motheo District in the Free State province of South Africa. Semi-structured focus group interviews 
were held with 7 teachers (2 males and 5 females) and 10 Grade 8 learners (6 males and 4 females) who used sign language 
as their first language. We employed a qualitative research approach and data were collected, themes identified, and learners 
were observed in their natural classroom environment. Open-ended questions were used when interviewing the teachers and 
learners of the selected school. South African Sign Language (SASL) is used as language of learning and teaching in schools 
for the Deaf. A qualified sign language interpreter translated the data. The results of the study show a lack of in-service 
training in SASL for teachers. It was found that learners acquired language at school rather than in the home environment, 
and a lack of physical resources were responsible for the learners’ poor performance. We recommend that universities offer 
SASL as common subject – especially for education students. 
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Introduction and Background 
Hearing parents who learn that their child suffers from hearing loss, especially those who are not familiar with 
Deaf people and the Deaf culture, may, as a result of shock and grief because of the diagnosis, feel that a barrier 
exists between them and their child (Garden, 2010). Although sign language is an important element in the Deaf 
culture, not all Deaf people use it. They use the oral method or total communication instead, because the family 
is confused about the language the child will use when meeting other people or participate in normal cultural 
activities (Garden, 2010). Deaf children are seldom aware of what Deaf culture means when they first arrive at a 
school for the Deaf (Akach, Demey, Matabane, Van Herreweghe & Vermeerbergen, 2009; Garden, 2010). Deaf 
education is a neglected field, which needs attention (Akach et al., 2009). 

Deafness is a condition in which individuals suffer from hearing loss, which influences their development 
of spoken languages. People who work with Deaf children must understand their cultural norms and values to be 
able to communicate with them and advise parents to send their children to special schools that cater for the 
Deaf (Akach et al., 2009). Deaf children are normally placed at institutions with the belief that they will acquire 
the language from an adult who is Deaf and learn the language from other people whom they meet in class or 
hostels where they reside. According to Rietveld-Van Wingerden and Tijsseling (2010), the practice of 
removing children and placing them with other Deaf people is the main disadvantage experienced by Deaf 
children in their mastering of sign language. 

Sign language is the principal means of communication for Deaf people, but since they grow up in a 
hearing world, they are actually functional, bilingual people. They have a sufficient command of both their sign 
language and informal sign language, or the ability to lip-read spoken language which helps them where they 
experience communication breakdown (Bank, 2015; Grosjean, 2010). Sign language has developed naturally 
through its use by the community of users in a natural context and evolved and developed over time as it was 
passed down from generation to generation. Sign language used in one country is identifiably distinct from the 
sign language used in another country, particularly where the countries are geographically and historically 
unrelated (Lavia & Moore, 2010). Although SASL is not recognised as an official language in South Africa, it 
does have the status of a medium of instruction in schools for the Deaf. 

The Deaf of South Africa have developed and created their own culture shaped by personal history, social 
class, gender, culture and religion (Quinn, 2010; Storbeck & Magongwa 2006). The Deaf in South Africa are 
from various cultures, religions, lifestyles, beliefs and education. 

In this study we focused on the sign language barriers to learning that affect the performance of Deaf 
learners at special schools. 
 
Literature Review 

Most Deaf learners start school at the age of 10 years or older because their parents believe that younger 
children are too young to stay at school hostels. However, taking their children to school at that age is 
problematic, because learners in the lower grades tend to make fun of them, causing a great deal of frustration 
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and unhappiness. Moreover, they end up being 
placed in skills-based classes, even though some do 
not have a passion for the skills they are meant to 
develop, resulting in them dropping out of school. 

The gap created by not learning any spoken or 
sign language between birth and starting school, 
does not cease to exist (Botha, Smit & Oosthuizen, 
2009; De Vos, Strydom, Fouché & Delport, 2005). 
As Deaf learners should use sign language as their 
first language (L1) in all subjects, they become 
frustrated due to their lack thereof (Landsberg, 
Krüger & Nel, 2005). It is difficult for some Deaf 
learners to learn sign language while they are under 
tremendous pressure to cope with mastering the 
rest of the curriculum. This also presents a chal-
lenge to some as learners who are weak in inclusive 
programmes are referred to special schools to learn 
practical skills, which are normally vocational. 
According to Akach et al. (2009), 90% of teachers 
in South Africa teach Deaf children without any 
knowledge of SASL. Traditionally, teachers 
demonstrate and explain course material in spoken 
language. In situations where learners do not un-
derstand, the communication barrier may cause 
some learners to underperform academically (Biggs 
& Tang, 2007). 

Schools for the Deaf have occupational thera-
pists that help to assess all learners at intake; based 
on this assessment, some learners are referred to 
skills classes. It is always better to start teaching 
Deaf children sign language at an early age as the 
language skills and fine motor skills acquired in 
pre-school form the building blocks for their future 
learning. Deaf children often attend pre-school in a 
hearing pre-school situation where the parents enrol 
them for different reasons. Parents either work far 
from a school for the Deaf or view them as too 
young to go to a hostel (Akach et al., 2009). The 
direct consequence is that the children do not ac-
quire any of the early developmental skills adopted 
by hearing children (Akach et al., 2009). The spo-
ken language used for teaching in these schools 
does not benefit the Deaf child. In terms of future 
development, it would be more conducive to learn-
ing if these children were given the opportunity to 
attend schools for the Deaf. Unfortunately, not 
many schools cater solely for the Deaf and those 
that do are often far away from learners’ homes. 
Parents are also afraid to send their children to 
boarding school at an early age (Landsberg et al., 
2005; Ryan & Deci, 2009). If neither the teacher 
nor the learner is well versed in signing, this poses 
a barrier to teaching and learning. 

However, teachers must find ways of dealing 
with the sign language problems and somehow 
overcome or compensate for them. 

Stander and McIlroy (2017) argue that huge 
amounts of time and energy have been spent on 
education transformation in South Africa to revise 

policy documents to include SASL to raise Deaf 
learners’ achievement. 
 
Theoretical Framework 

Children’s ability of learning a language is linked 
with the perception that humans are considered to 
be generators of representation. Recent research on 
the importance of learning a language through 
hearing is emphasised by Tamis-LeMonda, Ku-
chirko, Luo, Escobar and Bornstein (2017). They 
highlight the importance of learning language in a 
naturalistic context and underscore the importance 
of hearing. In the case of Deaf children, it is thus 
even more challenging to acquire a language with-
out being able to follow it due to their deafness. 
Tamis-LeMonda et al. (2017) highlight the value of 
caregiver attention and support (identified by Pia-
get, 1981) as imperative in language development. 
In the case of Deaf children, caregiver support be-
comes even more paramount. Tamis-LeMonda et 
al. (2017) emphasise the value of structured tasks 
to make tasks more digestible to learners. They 
emphasise that physical gestures and visual cues 
are crucial in language development (Tamis-
LeMonda et al., 2017). 

Courtin (2000) argues that in the past Deaf 
children’s cognitive abilities were viewed as inferi-
or to those of hearing children, because sign lan-
guage was not valued and not all that readily used. 
The availability of sign language affects cognitive 
functioning which leads to greater creativity (Cour-
tin, 2000). 

Piaget’s (1981) theories about the psychology 
of learning are based on mental development, lan-
guage, play, and comprehension. Furthermore, Pia-
get’s pedagogical theory was based on psychology, 
logic, and biology and this is reflected in how he 
defines thinking, and how it is conditioned by ge-
netics and built through social cultural stimuli. 
Learners acquire knowledge in an active way, and 
despite the fact that it occurs unconsciously and 
passively, it is a process that only becomes mean-
ingful in situations of change. Moreover, learning 
involves adapting to change (Piaget, 1981). This 
language acquisition theory explains the dynamics 
of adaptation through the processes of assimilation 
and accommodation (Block, 1982). 

Language influences communication by al-
lowing subjects to explain their actions in words. It 
facilitates scaffolding and building on past 
knowledge and helps to recall moments and situa-
tions that assisted in guiding previous behaviour 
(Piaget, 1981). It also allows speakers to anticipate 
future actions that have not yet occurred. These 
intended actions can be replaced with words that 
may even be postponed or rejected. Language it-
self, in effect, combines concepts and notions that 
can be grasped by learners and reinforce individual 
thinking through a broad system of collective 
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thought, which forms an integral part of language 
development. 

In reality, people want their experiences to 
make sense, and have an intrinsic need for under-
standing, order and certainty (Budelmann, 2000). 
Deaf people are unable to do phonics or spelling 
with their mouths, and instead they fingerspell. 
This means that the development of schema has 
never taken place satisfactorily. Piaget states that 
the development of schemata is required for under-
standing. Schemata are units of the sound that form 
the nucleus of a syllable (Eggen & Kauchak, 2010). 
When Deaf are at school-going age, they develop 
more abstract schemes of classification and propor-
tional reasoning. Sternberg and Sternberg (2012) 
assert that human intelligence can be viewed as an 
integrated or “umbrella” psychological construct 
for a great deal of theory and research on the cogni-
tive process to enhance learning and the ability to 
adapt to the surrounding environment. 

According to Hardin, Blanchard, Kemmery, 
Appenzeller and Parker (2014), American Sign 
Language (ASL) is the primary language used by 
people who are Deaf and hard of hearing. They use 
various modes of communication to effectively 
communicate with those who do not know or use 
ASL. 

The South African education system lacks 
skilled and fluent sign language teachers and learn-
ing resources. This has an effect on the teaching 
and learning of Deaf learners. Most Deaf learners 
go to school without having established any lan-
guage as their home language. This implies that 
they do not have a way of dealing with sign lan-
guage barriers during the teaching and learning 
process. Deaf learners are visually oriented people 
as they depend on visual cues for communication. 
They use their eyes as their ears, and their hands as 
their mouths. Therefore, they cannot “listen” while 
performing a task (Chataika, 2010). Moreover, the 
absence of skilled sign language teachers is a barri-
er to learning by Deaf learners. 
 
Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following research 
questions: 
1) What is the effect of being taught by non-fluent sign 

language teachers on Deaf learners in special schools 
for the Deaf? 

2) What is the effect of sign language barriers on the 
teaching and learning of Deaf learners? 

 
Methodology 
A qualitative approach was used in conducting the 
study, and an interpretivist research paradigm ena-
bled the researchers to observe the participants in a 
natural setting embracing real-life circumstances 
and social factors. The study stemmed from a phe-
nomenological approach and used a case study as 
research type, since it was a descriptive study on 
how individuals experienced the phenomenon re-

searched. We attempted to gain access to individu-
als’ life-worlds, which is their world of experience 
where consciousness exists. 
 
Participants and Setting 

We observed a Grade 8 English class to test the 
competency of teachers in teaching Deaf learners 
using SASL. The sample consisted of Grade 8 
learners from a special school for the Deaf and 
Blind in the Motheo District, South Africa. The 
class comprised 10 learners, six males and four 
females from a population of 50. Grade 8 learners 
from the entire population of 347 learners at the 
school were conveniently selected. A sample of 
seven teachers was purposefully selected from a 
population of 55 teachers. 
 
Data Collection and Procedure 

We collected data through semi-structured inter-
views and video-recorded classroom observations 
where we observed the teachers’ competency. 
Conducting in-depth interviews presented a com-
mon method for gaining access to individuals’ life-
worlds. We observed one teacher who used SASL 
as language of learning and teaching (LoLT) to 
teach Deaf learners. Learners and teachers were 
interviewed using SASL to obtain in-depth infor-
mation. 
 
Data Analysis 

The data solicited during the interviews were cate-
gorised according to thematic analysis. The main 
task in the data analysis stage was to identify com-
mon themes from the participants’ descriptions of 
their experiences, and to code such themes. Video-
recorded lessons were analysed to observe the par-
ticipants’ reactions and the way in which the teach-
ers presented the lessons using sign language. The 
videos were analysed with the help of a qualified 
sign language interpreter. 
 
Ethical Considerations 

We obtained permission from the Deaf learners’ 
parents for their participation in the research and 
the learners’ and the teachers’ consent were sought 
before we started with the research. We obtained 
ethical clearance to do the research from the Free 
State Provincial Department of Education. In the 
study the participants’ anonymity was guaranteed. 
No participants were coerced into taking part in the 
research and they were reassured that they could 
withdraw from the study at any time should they 
feel uncomfortable to participate. 
 
Findings and Discussions 
We observed that the classroom environment 
lacked visual charts on the walls to create an envi-
ronment conducive to learning. The teacher was not 
fluent in SASL. He experienced a language barrier 
and used more actions than signing. Learners 
looked as though they were lost and seemed bored. 
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There was no active participation in the classroom. 
Deaf learners acquire language and content more 
effectively by means of pictures than through in-
struction. We found that there was a communica-
tion breakdown between the learners and the teach-
er, because he did not teach the polymorphemic 
(polycomponential) signs. He lacked knowledge of 
sign language. This was clear as he used inappro-
priate location or position of signs and hand place-
ment and inappropriate facial expressions (non-
manual features [NMFs]) to communicate vocabu-
lary. The teacher’s inability to use SASL affected 
the teaching and learning and the Deaf learners 
were unable to participate effectively. Since no 
proper signing was used, communication was vir-
tually impossible. The teacher had no proper 
knowledge of the importance of manner, position 
or path of motion. 
 
Communication Breakdown 

Learner C said that that they failed to understand 
the teachers, because of the type of language that 
was used in the class which made them lose con-
centration and became bored. 

Learner F: Sometimes I fail to understand the 
teacher because of the language she uses in class. 
If a teacher does not know SASL we cannot under-
stand the lesson. I end up losing concentration and 
become bored. Most of the teachers are not trained 
to teach in sign language. Starting to teach them to 
sign is wasting our time. This causes great confu-
sion in the process of our learning. The communi-
cation breakdown in class affects us to underper-
form academically, which results in us being 
moved to pre-vocational skills. 
Learner J: Some teachers come to school without 
SASL and interpreters are not equipped to teach. 
The message we sometimes receive is not exactly 
what the teacher meant. 

Akach (2010) states that Deaf learners are visually 
orientated people, i.e. they learn by seeing. After 
observing the English lesson in Grade 8, we real-
ised that resources were insufficient. SASL is a 
practical language; it has never been written. A 
lack of resources creates a serious barrier for the 
teacher as the manager of a classroom, and learners 
suffer the consequences. Deaf classrooms must 
have pictures as the learners learn by seeing. The 
pictures should display the movement of the palm 
and fingers, position of signs and the appropriate 
facial expressions as displayed by a teacher in the 
picture. Learners should be taught that finger-
spelling on its own is not called sign language since 
sign language embraces all other aspects of gestur-
ing and knowing the symbols for words. 
 
Sign Language as Medium of Instruction 

The South African Department of Basic Education 
(DBE) lags behind with regard to sign language. 
There are not enough people available who are 
knowledgeable on signing to be hired as sign lan-

guage specialists. This causes a deficit in the teach-
ing system. The school community cannot align 
themselves with the cultural norms and values of 
SASL due to a lack of trained specialists who know 
SASL and know how to teach it to learners before 
they embark on learning content knowledge. The 
problem of lacking knowledge on SASL leads to 
the inability of the DBE to support the teachers and 
to facilitate learning in schools for the Deaf. It 
seems as if the DBE does not understand the needs 
of Deaf learners and why they should hire teachers 
who are fluent in signing, which contributes to the 
neglect of Deaf teaching. If the teacher, as manager 
of the classroom, is not fluent in signing, it remains 
a daunting task to teach Deaf learners. 

It is incorrect to assume that Deaf children are 
unintelligent or less important. This tendency to 
view Deaf children as less important leads to a lack 
of interest in developing an effective schooling 
system. Furthermore, neglecting education of 
learners with hearing loss may be attributed to an 
insincere attitude, ignorance, professional protec-
tionism towards segregated education and antago-
nism towards Deaf education (Khan, 2013; Ko-
chung, 2011). 

Teacher A said that some teachers taught Deaf 
learners without knowing sign language. This 
statement was supported by Learners B, E and H. 
They added that teachers used their own signs that 
confused the Deaf learners, and that this lead to a 
serious breakdown in communication. 

Teacher B said: “Ninety percent of learners 
are from hearing families that know nothing about 
deafness or sign language, and these learners find 
it difficult to sign fluently.” Learners A, B, G, H 
and I supported this statement by saying that some 
of them were from hearing families where SASL 
was not used. 

Teacher C reported as follows: “The misun-
derstanding with regard to SASL stems from both 
the teachers and the learners, which leads to learn-
ers dropping out and educators losing interest in 
their work.” This statement was supported by 
Learners C, F and J. Learner C said: “Teachers that 
do not know SASL increase the number of Deaf 
learners who do not progress. Communication is 
impossible without a common way of signing.” 

Learner F said: “If we do not understand the 
teacher, we fail the subject. The teachers do not 
reach learners; learners become frustrated and 
drop out. When the teacher does not know SASL, 
learners are not stimulated.” 

Learner J said the following: 
If we do not understand the teacher, we fail the 
subject. The teachers do not reach the learners; 
learners become frustrated and fail. The teachers 
are incompetent, because they fail to teach us to 
understand because they cannot sign correctly. We 
remain uninformed and bored. 
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The Effect of Sign Language in Teaching and 
Learning 

Learner A commented as follows: 
When teaching and learning take place, knowledge 
of SASL is needed. You find that most of the teach-
ers come to teach without knowing SASL. It is very 
difficult and stressful for us (learners) to under-
stand what the teachers are trying to teach, be-
cause they do not have interpreters who can com-
municate what they are teaching. It is the only lan-
guage we understand, and if an educator does not 
know how to sign, we cannot learn anything. 

Learner B said: 
SASL is the only language we use for communica-
tion. Sometimes teaching and learning does not 
take place because we have to teach the educator 
SASL. Some of us come to school without SASL and 
if both teacher and learner do not know SASL, it is 
very difficult to learn. 

Learner E said: 
The teacher does not know the use of a single hand 
to sign, the place where the sign should be posi-
tioned, and the way fingers need to be used. Teach-
ers also do not know the Deaf alphabet and the 
correct signs for each letter. These letters are also 
sometimes used to clarify when using sign lan-
guage, e.g. when indicating a province such as the 
Western Cape. I also found that the teacher does 
not understand the importance of using eyebrows 
or the proper syntax of sign language, e.g. the wh-
questions need the pronouns at the end of the sen-
tence. I learnt a few signs from another Deaf adult. 
The object moves to the first position. For yes or no 
questions the eyebrows need to be raised and such 
knowledge is just lacking. 

According to Akach et al. (2009), the language 
used in the teaching and learning of Deaf children 
makes a serious impact. Some Deaf are totally dif-
ferent in that they sometimes reach school-going 
age without knowing any official language. Anoth-
er aspect is that when parents realise that the chil-
dren are Deaf, they quickly take them to a special 
school without consulting a professional person to 
guide them. 

The majority of teachers come into the system 
without knowing SASL. It is unimaginable to think 
that a teacher can teach without any knowledge of 
the language of instruction. Hardin et al. (2014) 
concur, saying that learning is the process of bring-
ing skills, values, emotions and cognition together. 
The characteristics of learners and teachers will 
affect the learners’ ability to take part in the activi-
ties in the classroom. When the teacher or learner 
does not understand the language being used for 
teaching and learning, communication breakdown 
takes place. 
 
Culture of the Deaf 

Teacher D, said the following: 
Some teachers are not familiar with the culture of 
the Deaf. There is also a specific sign to indicate 
culture and each culture has its own unique sign 
that distinguishes it from others. There is also a 
different sign to indicate race. Not all teachers are 

familiar with these signs as there is nobody to 
teach them. Culture is such a sensitive issue and 
needs to be treated with extra attention and careful 
signing. We as teachers are not so informed about 
the position of the signs. 

Teacher F stated as follows: “Some parents are not 
aware that their children are Deaf until the child 
reaches the stage where he or she is supposed to 
start talking.” This has a great impact on the child’s 
language development, and the child grows up 
without knowing any language. The child might 
even be perceived to be unintelligent. 

As far as SASL as second language is con-
cerned, it was reported that although children vary 
with regard to the exact time at which they produce 
their first word or sentence, there is a remarkable 
similarity in terms of the developmental stages they 
go through. Deaf children, however, do not go 
through these stages. Sounds and symbols are the 
most basic characteristics of language and are the 
manifestation of language as a physical system. 
People use sound when they speak, but for the Deaf 
it is completely different. They use hand signals for 
sign language. Deaf people do not have the ele-
ments of language, namely the phonological, mor-
phological, syntactic discourse and pragmatic ele-
ments (Antia & Kreimeyer, 2003). 

Hearing people use sound to spell correctly. 
Deaf people, however, do not develop speech, and 
have a limited number of sounds which they are 
able to produce (Ohajunwa & McKenzie, 2013). 
SASL is still under development, and people sign 
according to the areas in which they live. If you go 
to a certain area, you need to adapt to the signing 
structure used in that area. 

The theory underpinning this study is con-
structivism. It is a learning theory that explains 
how people might learn or acquire knowledge. It, 
therefore, has a direct application to education. 
This theory suggests that humans construct 
knowledge and meaning from their experiences 
with the help of a caregiver or a more knowledgea-
ble peer. This also contributes towards the shaping 
of behaviour, as well as cognitive and contractive 
development of human beings. According to learn-
ing theories and Piaget’s theory of intellectual de-
velopment (Eggen & Kauchak, 2010), teachers 
cannot manage classes if they suffer from a lan-
guage barrier, which also affects the learners’ per-
formance. 

Language acquisition is a natural process that 
occurs without effort for most hearing children 
(Owens, 2010). Most hearing learners begin school 
with good language skills and a strong background 
knowledge of spoken language (Federal Interagen-
cy Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2009). 
Deaf learners, on the other hand, are completely 
different, except in cases where they are born to 
Deaf parents. There is no way that a person can 
start signing fluently or without experiencing diffi-
culties when using the language as a second lan-
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guage for the first time at the age of 10, which 
causes Deaf learners a great deal of confusion. 
 
Limitations of the Study 

Due to the small sample used in the study, the re-
sults may not be adequate to be generalised beyond 
the specific population from which the sample was 
taken. In addition, the literature on the effects of 
sign language on Deaf learners may be limited. 
 
Summary and Conclusion 
We found that there was a gap regarding SASL 
acquisition that needs be addressed through the 
involvement of parents, teachers and the DBE. As 
soon as the parents become aware of their chil-
dren’s Deafness, they must send the children to a 
school for the Deaf where they will be able to ac-
quire sign language by engaging with specialists in 
the language. This will help the children to develop 
some skills related to sign language and the norms 
and standards of the Deaf culture. Teachers who do 
not have the required skills in SASL enter the sys-
tem lacking crucial knowledge causing barriers in 
the classroom for the Deaf, which lead to teaching 
and learning being negatively affected. Deaf learn-
ers who attend school without having any language 
find it very difficult to learn SASL while learning 
other subjects. 

For some Deaf learners the absence of sign 
language is not the only issue. Additional disabili-
ties, such as autism spectrum disorders, visual im-
pairment, epilepsy, et cetera, also impair their edu-
cation. As soon as parents realise that their children 
are Deaf, they must be willing to learn sign lan-
guage, which will, in turn, help their children to 
learn sign language at an early age. The DBE must 
understand the need for SASL at schools for the 
Deaf in terms of the provision of resources offered 
and the staff’s competency with regard to sign lan-
guage. 
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