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Abstract

Sign Language has been recognised as an important language in the education
of deaf learners, meant, inter alia, to redress the neglect of the deaf community.
It has been recognised as the twelfth official language in South Africa. This
paper is based on the research about the challenges that teachers of English
First Additional Language face when teaching English grammar to deaf learn-
ers. The research was conducted in four special needs schools in the Limpopo
Province in South Africa. A qualitative approach was adopted where inter-
views with sixteen English First Additional Language teachers who teach deaf
learners were conducted. The data collected through open-ended interviews
were analysed thematically. Findings revealed that very few institutions of
higher learning in South Africa offer Sign Language as a course. As a result,
teachers who teach deaf learners were recruited without any knowledge of Sign
Language resulting in them having had to learn Sign Language at the schools
where they were employed. The main recommendation of this paper is that
Sign Language should be included in the curriculum of teacher education if
inclusive education is to be realised. This will go a long way into addressing
inequalities suffered by differently abled persons in education.
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Introduction
The education of the deaf community has been neglected for too long. How-
ever, there has been good progress in South Africa after adopting South African
Sign Language as the twelfth official language (Mothapo 2023). Nonetheless,
there is a need to continuously interrogate pressing challenges encountered in
the education of deaf learners. This study is particularly concerned with the
teaching of English First Additional Language (EFAL) grammar to deaf
learners. This is because whilst sign language is the medium of instruction for
deaf learners, all content subjects are taught and assessed in English. This
means, even deaf learners are expected to write in English for assessment.
Therefore, understanding the challenges faced by EFAL teachers of deaf
learners will go a long way into improving the performance of deaf learners.
This study was conducted in Limpopo Province special needs schools
that cater for deaf learners. Before reporting the findings of the study, it is
important to historically situate the education of deaf people in South Africa.
It is equally important to look at sign language as the medium of instruction
for deaf learners, and to contextualise the teaching of deaf learners.

Official Languages Pre- and Post-1994

There has been a lot of changes in language policy in the history of South
Africa. This history is characterised by the marginalisation of African
languages through Dutchification that started in 1652 with the arrival of Jan
van Riebeeck, Anglicisation that started as early as 1875 when the British
established its colony, and Afrikanisation that gave privileged power to
Afrikaans from 1948 (Cele 2021; Makalela 2022). In fact, after the Anglo-Boer
war and the subsequent formation of the Union of South Africa, there was a
rapid development of Afrikaans which within a short span of time had become
a fully-fledged language. This development gave way to a bilingual language
policy consisting of English and Afrikaans. This arrangement persisted for the
duration of the apartheid regime and was formally dismantled when the
apartheid system fell in 1994.

It is obvious that the bilingual language policy operated on an
exclusionary scheme as it totally disregarded the existence of African
languages (Marjorie 2010). None of the whites had the need or the requirement
to learn any African language but all blacks were to learn English and
Afrikaans. On the contrary, African languages were used as a tool to divide
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and rule where Africans were segregated along linguistic lines. In education,
African languages were used to perpetuate the infamous Bantu education,
which was instituted to produce Africans that would be hewers of wood and
drawers of water (Makalela 2022; Reagan 1987; Alexander 1989).

It should also be highlighted that African languages were not the only
excluded languages in the bilingual language policy. Sign Language which is
essential for the deaf community was equally excluded (Stemela-Zali Kathard
& Sefotho 2022). This means that there was no regard for the deaf community
and their education was never catered for. It would therefore be expected that
the same marginalisation suffered by blacks in general because their languages
were never recognised would be suffered by the deaf (Kelly, McKinney &
Swift 2022).

After the dismantling of the apartheid system, English and Afrikaans
continued to be official languages (Cele 2023). The retention of these lang-
uages meant that no change had occurred. That is, where English was used as
the medium of instruction in schools and in higher education institutions, the
status quo was maintained. Nonetheless, the elevation of the nine African
languages into official status restored the recognition of the marginalised lang-
uages (Ntombela 2016). However, very little change occurred in the education
sector because English (and Afrikaans) continued to be dominant languages of
teaching and learning. With regards to Sign Language, the 1996 Constitution
mentions it as an important language in the inclusive education policy. It was
not listed among the eleven official languages. Nevertheless, as late as 2023,
the National Assembly approved the amendment of the Constitution to include
Sign Language as the twelfth official language (Mothapo 2023).

Sign Language

Ordinarily, children acquire language from home. When they start schooling,
they already have a language with which to access education. Most deaf
children are born to speaking parents and it takes time before they recognize
that the child is deaf (Lillo-Martin & Henner 2021; Meghdari, Alemi, Zakipour
& Kashanian 2019). This usually means that a deaf child does not acquire sign
language from home but learns it from school (Lillo-Martin & Henner 2021).
There is a marked difference between signed language and spoken languages.
However, like spoken languages, sign languages have own variations including
dialects and idiolects (Lillio-Martin & Henner 2021). Spoken languages have
two modes of output: oral and written. That is, interlocutors who speak, interact

119



Ndivhuwo Matshanisi & Berrington Ntombela

with each other orally and can transfer that interaction into writing, and writing
is language specific. Sign language is signed but in the educational transaction,
learners must write, and the question is what language do they write because
sign language is signed? In other words, sign language is not necessarily
isiZulu, Sepedi, Xitsonga or English (Howerton-Fox & Falk 2019).
Notwithstanding that, in the education sector, learners who sign would mostly
be taught to reduce their writing into English.

Teaching of Deaf Learners

Inclusive education suggests that learners who are differently-abled must not
be segregated into own classrooms; they must be part of the mainstream
education (Mkama 2021). That means deaf learners would be expected to be
part of hearing learners which immediately poses challenges. The idea behind
mixed-ability groups is that the majority of abled learners should not regard
differently-abled ones as abnormal and the differently-abled ones should not
regard themselves as belonging to a different race of humanity. Many teachers
who teach deaf learners encounter sign language for the first time (Kelly,
McKinney & Swift 2022). As a result, deaf learners do not get maximum
attention for their tuition. It might seem that the system was built with the
expectation that teachers who teach deaf learners might not be proficient in
sign language. This is because there is a provision for schools that have deaf
learners to have sign language specialists who are essentially sign language
interpreters. Sign language interpreters are meant to act as intermediaries
between deaf learners and their teachers, specifically placed to help teachers
with sign language (Rogers 2022). However, the reality is that many schools
that cater for deaf learners do not have sign language interpreters. But the
biggest question is why teachers are not expected to be proficient in sign
language prior to engaging with deaf learners?

Deaf learners rely on sign language for tuition (Bintoro, Fahrrurozi,
Kusmawati & Dewi 2023). Teaching therefore utilises sign language for input.
In this case sign language is a communicative tool that assists interlocutors
make sense of the world around them. Deaf learners therefore interact with
education matter through sign language. In other words, knowledge is acquired
through sign language. However, the expression of the knowledge they had
acquired and internalised through sign language is expected to be produced
through writing especially in the mainstream educational context (Kellogg
2021). Writing is language specific and is often reflective of the language of
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input. For instance, when the medium of instruction is English, knowledge is
produced through the medium of English. But sign language is not English or
Afrikaans. That is, the grammar of sign language cannot be said to be
equivalent to any spoken language as such (Akach 1997). In order for deaf
learners to represent knowledge they had acquired through sign language; it
means they also need to proceed to learn the language of output. The biggest
challenge they encounter is that the two grammars are not synchronised, which
often makes the output language incorrectly express what has been internalis-
ed. This problem has often made teachers of deaf learners to wear the attitude
that deaf learners can never rise beyond high school. And the assessment
scheme does not take into account the context of deaf learners’ learning.

The normal recruitment route is that qualified teachers are placed at
specific subjects to which they qualify. They are expected to have proficient
language of teaching and learning; for instance, if the school is an Afrikaans
medium school, it would be pointless to appoint a teacher who is not
conversant in Afrikaans. It is puzzling that when teachers are recruited to teach
deaf learners, proficiency in sign language is never a requirement (Sibanda
2015). This immediately compromises the education that deaf learners receive.
If the input language is poor, how can the output language be expected to be
good? Another problem is that teacher training does not seem to anticipate that
teachers might find themselves teaching deaf learners. Consequently, teacher
training does not offer sign language in the majority of cases, yet in the context
of inclusive education, they will certainly encounter deaf learners in their
careers. This challenge is most prominent in output language education. For
instance, the teaching of specific grammar items of English requires
meticulous explanations through sign language which the teacher will not be
able to if he/she is not proficient, and there is no sign language interpreter.

Research Methodology
The study adopted an inclusive education framework (Mitchell 2005; Walton
2011). In this framework, differently-abled learners are included in mainstream
education. This inclusion is in the form of subjects offered to differently-abled
learners. In this case, it is English First Additional Language offered to deaf
learners. In addition, the study adopted needs analysis framework in order to
account for EFAL needs for deaf learners (Johns 1991).

The study adopted an exploratory design which was concerned with
exploring the challenges faced by English First Additional Language teachers
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in teaching deaf learners. An exploratory research design is used to make
preliminary investigations in unknown arrears of teaching (Makri 2020).
Therefore, exploratory research design was fit for this study because it allowed
the researchers to find new information about challenges encountered by EFAL
teachers in teaching grammar to deaf learners.

A qualitative approach was chosen in order to get in-depth information
through open-ended interviews about the challenges faced by EFAL teachers
who teach deaf learners. A qualitative approach is in sync with studies that are
conducted in the natural setting of the phenomenon (Silverman 2011). In this
case, the study was conducted in schools where deaf learners are taught. The
interviews were conducted with EFAL teachers who taught deaf learners, sign
language interpreters and with EFAL Heads of Department.

The population of the study consisted of EFAL teachers who teach
deaf learners at special needs schools in Limpopo Province. Three primary
special needs schools and one secondary special needs school were purposively
sampled. The four sampled schools that cater for deaf learners in Limpopo
Province were Tshilidzini (primary school), Sedibeng (primary school),
Setotolwane (secondary school) and Yingisani (primary school). However,
Yingisani was not able to participate in the study. Both primary and secondary
schools were sampled because they both offered EFAL to deaf learners. The
study purposively sampled one EFAL HOD, one Sign Language interpreter
and four EFAL teachers who teach deaf learners from each of the three sampled
special needs schools.

Face-to-face interviews were conducted with EFAL teachers, Sign
Language interpreters and HODs. Whilst the EFAL teachers and Sign Lang-
uage interpreters were interviewed at the same time, HODs were each inter-
viewed separately. A total of 18 participants were interviewed. Interviews were
recorded using an audio-recorder. Recorded data were then transcribed and
subjected to thematic analysis. Needless to say, that all ethical considerations
were followed such as informed consent, anonymity and confidentiality. The
identities of the interviewees were kept anonymous and only codes were used.

Data Presentation and Analysis

As mentioned, after data were collected, they were analysed using thematic
analysis. There are three themes that are reported in this article together with
their sub-themes as captured in the table below:
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Table 1: Themes and Sub-themes

Theme 1 Challenges of teaching EFAL grammar to deaf learners
Sub-theme | Sentence construction
English Sign versus EFAL grammar
Lack of SL training and exclusion of SL as teachers’
requirement for employment
SL multilingualism
Theme 2 EFAL grammar learners needs for successful learning
Sub-theme | Curriculum development for deaf teaching
Independence
Theme 3 SL competency in teaching EFAL grammar to deaf learners
Sub-theme | Dialect as a problem for SL competency

Lack of SL interpreter
Training

Theme 1: Challenges of Teaching EFAL Grammar to Deaf

Learners

Sub-theme 1: Sentence Construction

EFAL sentence construction is governed by English rules of syntax. Correct
sentence construction is essential for speaking and writing with meaning. It
seems deaf learners find it difficult to construct meaningful English sentences
because of poor English grammar. The findings indicated that teachers find it
difficult to teach sentence construction to deaf learners. This is substantiated
by participant 12 who said:

Our challenge is that even though these learners have primary
background, teaching sentence construction is still a challenge. Our
learners still continue to use SL sentence construction structure instead
of the standard EFAL grammar. They continue to struggle in terms of
language usage because their acquisition starts late at school. It is
difficult for us to shift deaf learners from SL structures because they
use these structures every day and it make sense to them (EFAL
Educator 12).

Nunn (2022) underscores that deaf learners use SL as their first language.
Nevertheless, the grammar of SL may be reflected in how they speak English.
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The English spoken by deaf learners is called deaf English; for example, in
SASL the sentence, ‘She balls kicks” is acceptable in deaf English, but in EFAL
it should be ‘She kicks the ball.’

Sub-theme 2: English Sign versus EFAL Grammar

There are differences between English sign and EFAL grammar, which means
that English for signing is not the same as EFAL writing. Nevertheless, English
sign plays a role in the teaching and learning of deaf learners. The findings
show that there is no correlation between English Sigh and EFAL grammar.
Participant 14 commented that:

The thing is that even though deaf learners can write, they tend to
confuse English Sign and EFAL grammar which at the end of the day
affect the pace of teaching and learning especially in matric because
from the past, it seems like their EFAL examination papers are marked
by people who are not familiar with English Sign and continue to mark
their exams focusing only on hearing people English grammar. It is a
challenge because our learners hardly make it to tertiary. It is a concern
to us as EFAL grammar teachers because our deaf learners are taken
as those ones who cannot write using the correct grammatical
structures (EFAL Educator 14).

Nunn (2022) indicate that deaf learners are not fully bilingual. This is because
Sign language and English language are two different languages, each with its
own grammar. The difficulty they face is that they can sign and be understood
by speakers of different languages but when it comes into writing, in this case,
they must follow the English grammar.

Sub-theme 3: Lack of SL Training and Exclusion of SL as

Teachers’ Requirement for Employment

For every department to have best performing staff, more effort is needed.
Although teachers continue to be trained every year, little is done for those
teachers who are teaching deaf learners. Teachers who teach deaf learners
including EFAL grammar teachers do not get enough SL training. According
to the findings, EFAL grammar teachers find it challenging and frustrating to
teach deaf learners as they are not well-trained. Participant 4 confirmed that by
saying:
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SL is difficult for us as teachers because we are not trained enough.
Some of us came without knowing SL; we learnt it here at school
(EFAL Educator 4).

Kis (2005) asserts that quality assurance is not fully followed by the
Department of Basic Education because teachers who teach deaf learners do
not fully perform their task as a result of lack of sign language training before
employment.

Furthermore, different companies, organisations and institutions
require suitable and specific qualifications for a position. This also happens in
teaching positions in South African schools. On the contrary, this is not
happening to those teachers who are employed to teach deaf learners. The
findings indicate that SL qualification is never an employment requirement for
EFAL grammar teachers who teach deaf learners. This is supported by
participant 5 who says:

Since SL is never a requirement for getting a job, we come here
without knowing SL and it is a challenge because we take time to adapt
to it as we are used to spoken language (EFAL Educator 5).

If teachers who teach deaf learners are not trained to use SL, deaf learners will
not have quality education. This means that deaf learners are taught in a
language they cannot understand. Most concerningly, teachers are thrown to a
deep end, which is a frustrating experience.

Sub-theme 4: SL Multilingualism

Multilingualism is a continuous reality in teaching and learning. In fact, the
language-in-education policy is premised on multilingualism. However, in
deaf culture, multilingualism can be a difficult concept to deal with as it does
not exist only in signing but in writing as well. The findings indicated that
multilingualism in deaf community can affect teaching and learning of EFAL
grammar as teachers find it confusing to use different signs in a classroom.
Participant 15 confirmed this statement by stating that:

Since we are the only secondary that accommodate deaf learners in the
Limpopo province, we have a challenge is multilingualism in a sense
that our learners come from different provinces and they come with

125



Ndivhuwo Matshanisi & Berrington Ntombela

their SL. It pauses a challenge because we are supposed to teach our
SL before teaching EFAL grammar (EFAL Educator 15).

This means that learners with a different SL may believe that their language is
not as important as the others’, which may result in learners having low self-
esteem and low confidence in the classroom. Also, multilingualism affects the
relationship between learners and teachers, which may consequently affect the
pass rate negatively. Multilingualism is considered as a challenge when
teaching EFAL grammar to deaf learners. This is because teachers and deaf
learners may have different SL depending on where they were schooling.

Theme 2: EFAL Grammar Learners’ Needs for Successful
Learning

Sub-theme 1: Curriculum Development for Deaf Learners
Teaching and learning are characterised by continuous development and
revision of curriculum. However, this continuous development of the
curriculum does not seem to happen in the teaching of deaf learners. The
findings revealed that there is a need for curriculum development in the
teaching of deaf learners, especially in language teaching. This finding was
supported by Participant 3 who said:

There should be development to develop SL content to proceed the
learning teaching of EFAL grammar (EFAL Educator 3).

Sub-theme 2: Independence

In life, there is a stage where everyone is expected to be independent, especially
in performing certain activities. Therefore, in a classroom where learners are
taught, there is a space for independence especially when doing different
activities and tasks. However, the findings revealed that deaf learners who
learn EFAL grammar are not independent. This implies that learners cannot do
on their own everything that is taught to them. In addition, deaf learners cannot
easily do EFAL grammar activities and tasks independently. This means that
independence is difficult for deaf learners and it negatively affects the teaching
pace of EFAL grammatical aspects. Participant 4 supported this finding by
saying:
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They struggle to work independently and they always need help. Deaf
learners always need to be told that what they are always doing is
correct (EFAL Educator 4).

Theme 3: SL Competency in Teaching EFAL Grammar to
Deaf Learners

Sub-theme 1: Dialect as a Problem for SL Competency

Dialects exist in all languages. However, dialects sometimes can cause
challenges, especially when it comes to teaching and learning. For example,
dialects can be a problem when writing academic activities because there is a
standard language that is expected to be used. Just like other languages, SL
also has many dialects. The findings showed that EFAL grammar teachers who
teach deaf learners have a problem when it comes to different SL dialects. This
is because there are different dialects in different provinces and sometimes
there is more than one dialect in one province. The competence of SL is not
good especially for EFAL grammar teachers who teach deaf learners because
they find it difficult to deal with different SLs from different locations and
provinces. Limpopo learners from special needs schools come from different
provinces and locations. In addition, SL dialects is a problem for EFAL
grammar teachers because some try to learn SL on their own and most of them
come to these schools without any SL knowledge. Therefore, it is challenging
for teachers to teach EFAL grammar to deaf learners and being competent in
using SL. There is therefore a need for teachers to be trained on SL. Participant
2 confirmed this by saying:

No. My SL competence is not good. | will add on that. When | arrived
here in Limpopo Province | found that they are using a different dialect
of SL from the one | know which is the Eastern Cape SL. Therefore,
the materials that we use are made from Western Cape dialect which
is the one that is approved for teaching. So it is difficult because | am
dealing with three different dialects at the same time and it needs
patient (EFAL Educator 2).

Sub-theme 2: Lack of SL Interpreter
Teaching and learning environment require different needs based on the state
of learners. In this case, in a classroom where deaf learners are taught there is
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a need for assistance. Therefore, many EFAL grammar teachers who teach deaf
learners cannot handle the process of teaching deaf learners on their own as
their SL competency is not good or does not reach the expectations of teaching
deaf learners. The findings revealed that EFAL grammar teachers who teach
deaf learners need SL interpreters. This is because most of them cannot teach
using SL perfectly or in a way that deaf learners can understand. For this
reason, there is a need for SL interpreters for successful teaching and learning
of deaf learners. It may be seen that EFAL grammar teachers who teach deaf
learners cannot perform different teaching and learning activities without the
help of SL interpreters who are the mediators between deaf learners and teach-
ers in EFAL classrooms. Participant 3 confirmed this finding by stating that:

I have learnt a lot since | came here in 2020. | had SL interpreter. | am
still not really fine without SL interpreter even though I could try to
teach alone (EFAL Educator 3).

Participant 4 further supported the finding by saying:

To add on the participant three viewing, | will be interpreting while
she is teaching EFAL grammar. She would observe what | am signing
and try to sign on her own. She cannot fully do her classes using SL
while | am not present as SL interpreter (SL Interpreter 4).

Sub-theme 3: Training

Training is one of the most important things especially for performing different
tasks and activities that are work related. In this case, teachers who teach EFAL
grammar to deaf learners need to be trained for SL. They must be competent
when it comes to using SL. The findings confirmed that there is a need for
EFAL grammar teachers to be trained for SL competency before coming to
teach deaf learners. Participant 5 supported this finding by saying:

As an EFAL grammar teacher who teach deaf learners, my SL still
needs more training (EFAL Educator 5).

Discussion
Sentence construction is at the heart of grammar. Learners who have learnt a
language should be able to write correct grammatical sentences. However,
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EFAL teachers face challenges in teaching grammar to deaf learners because
of the conflict between English grammar and deaf English grammar.
According to Real South African Sign Language (2024), the basic sentence
pattern for South African Sign Language is Subject, Object, Verb (e.g., Boy
Goat Kill) as opposed to the basic English sentence pattern which is Subject,
Verb, Object (e.g., The Boy Kill the Goat). This means that before learners can
acquire English language grammar, they should attain Sign Language
grammar. These are two different languages that have own grammar. Sign
language differs from spoken language in that hands are used instead of voice.
Moreover, writing does not follow the same grammar of signing; this means
that sentences constructed through sign language cannot be transferred into
writing as they are. Learners must learn sentence construction for writing
purposes as required for EFAL acquisition. This is where the challenge is.

Another challenge has to do with lack of training and the fact that SL
is not a requirement for employment (Sibanda 2015). It is intriguing that
teachers who must teach deaf learners are not expected to know SL prior to
resuming their teaching duties (Kelly et al. 2022). It also does not seem there
are training opportunities for SL. Training is imperative because SL is a
medium of instruction for deaf learners. This means that learners’ prospects of
success diminish when teachers do not have knowledge of SL. One of the
principal reasons for high failure rate among learners in African countries who
are schooled exclusively on foreign language is that they do not understand
what teachers are saying (Makalela 2022; Kelly et al. 2022). This is expected
to be more pronounced on deaf learners who are taught by teachers that do not
know Sign Language (Sibanda 2015).

The challenge that EFAL teachers face is that they teach deaf learners
who come from different areas with different Sign Languages (National
Institute for the Deaf n.d.). This means that they find it difficult to understand
each other. In other similar situations, teachers come from different parts of the
country with different Sign Languages. Consequently, there is difficulty in
understanding one another in class. If teachers and learners sign differently, it
means they need to first come to mutual understanding before they could
engage in academic subjects. It means that they have to adopt one SL dialect
on which teaching and learning is based (National Institute for the Deaf n.d.).
Adopting one SL dialect solves part of the problem in that it would ensure that
teachers and learners are on the same page when learning the grammar of the
English language. Nevertheless, neglecting other dialects of sign language
might also go against the aspirations of multilingualism espoused in the South
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African Constitution. The best solution is to have good sign language training
for teachers so that they are able to include all deaf learners regardless of their
sign language dialect.

EFAL teachers of deaf learners face the shortage of SL interpreters.
This shortage is not only in education as Abraham (2022) reports that out of
864 courts in South Africa and a population of 4 million deaf people in the
country, there are nine permanently employed sign language interpreters and
20 casual South African sign language interpreters. Interpreters are crucial
given the fact that many EFAL teachers of deaf learners are appointed without
the knowledge of SL. Interpreters therefore act not only as a bridge between
teachers and learners but also as a scaffold to assist the teachers until they could
stand on their own. Appointing EFAL teachers, who do not have SL
knowledge, to teach deaf learners and not provide SL interpreters does not help
deaf learners. It should always be borne in mind that English and Sign
Language are two different languages. Therefore, any teacher of deaf learners
need to be bi/multilingual.

Conclusion

The adoption of South African Sign Language as the twelfth official language
in South Africa is one way of redressing the linguistic imbalances of the past.
Deaf people have been marginalised for a long time especially in education.
The challenge they face in the aspiration of inclusive education is that they are
not adequately catered for in their medium of instruction. This study has
highlighted the challenges they face in the context of teaching and learning
EFAL grammar.

The study has shown that the difficulties of teaching EFAL grammar
stem from lack of sign language proficiency by teachers of deaf learners. The
result is that deaf learners are not able to learn at acceptable pace. This
frustrates teachers who feel that deaf learners require a lot of support because
they cannot work independently. However, the better explanation to this lack
of independence is probably lack of understanding between teachers and
learners. The reason they do not understand each other is that teachers are
employed without the knowledge of sign language and they are not provided
with enough sign language interpreters.

Even the challenge of sign language dialects can be solved if there is
enough teacher training on sign language. this training will make sure that
teachers learn various strategies of teaching EFAL grammar to deaf learners.
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The high failure rate of deaf learners is caused by using sign language grammar
when writing because they have not attained EFAL grammar for writing. In
the aspirations of multilingualism, it is important to include sign language as
an important language in the training of teachers in general and of teachers of
the deaf in particular.
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