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Certificate in Teaching (Sign Language):  A Case for Adjustments to Entry 
Requirements 
 
The above award, as presented during revalidation in 2013-14, is a developmental 
course provision to support the needs of a new teaching community in Northern 
Ireland. 
 
The course is under review as part of a DEL HE branch funded project.  The 
curriculum adjustments in place include:  webinar/electure support with interpreter 
and sub-title provision.  Through student services and DSA support, the course is in 
the process, subject to validation approval, of being designated for DSA (full time 
allowances). 
 
Student Needs 
 
Following a risk assessment at Ulster, in conjunction with student services disability 
personnel, the course adjustments recommended included: 
 

i. Entry Adjustments 
ii. Course Delivery Adjustments 
iii. Support for English Language Developments/Necessary Study/Academic 

skills 
iv. Workplace Support/placement support 
v. Assessment Adjustments – translation of BSL/ISL or English language 

errors and extra time for assessments/well paced assessments 
 
The students I am referring to below are all sign language users.  There is a 
group of people in the deaf community who will not sign at all.  Students, 
undertaking this course, who are profoundly deaf typically fall into the following 
categories, as identified in working with the Deaf Community and associated 
stakeholder groups: 
 
i. Profoundly Deaf – this student may not be able to speak.  This will prohibit 

oral skills and English language developments for most.  Even those who 
have achieved qualifications in English will have needs in terms of 
vocabulary, syntax and all will lack grammatical structure and an ability to 
speak.  English language qualifications require ‘speaking and listening’ 
skills to be highlighted. 

ii. Deaf students with cochlear implants who will sign and who may also have 
oral skills – their needs in English remain but they have had the 
opportunity to advance with aids.  This student group may decide based 
on their disability rights, not to speak/use English.  They cannot hear.  
They use aids/implants to help them to hear their own sounds mainly to 
assist in their oral developments.  This can vary from student to student. 



iii. Students who became deaf later in life – through ill health or accident.  
This group of students may have learned some oral and phonetic skills 
prior to becoming deaf.  As a result they have advanced both their English 
skills, albeit at a lower level than one would expect, and their signing skills 
to aid communication.  This group of students tends to also be more 
involved in hearing and deaf communities as oppose to exclusively deaf 
groups.  This appears to aid English language and communication 
developments. 

 
It is therefore recommended, as is outlined in the proposed Certificate in 
Teaching (Sign Language) that the current Certificate in Teaching is adjusted to 
allow for the needs of this student group, as developing tutors.  Sign Language in 
Northern Ireland is currently being piloted in schools as a recognized language to 
be accredited to GCSE in the coming years.  The community requires Sign 
Language teachers and the Deaf Community, supported by government, feel 
strongly that Deaf Tutors should lead in the development of this provision now 
and in the future.  Many of the students on the course will be offering Sign 
Language courses in Northern Ireland. 
 
The adjustments to entry should therefore be considered as follows: 
 
1 A Level and 3 GCSEs – all students will be entering with A Level equivalent 
qualifications as their lowest subject qualification; many will have the vocational 
qualification equivalent to a degree in Sign Language, accredited by Signature 
Northern Ireland (the Sign Language Awarding Body).  Some will have GCSEs 
and up to degree level qualifications also in other subjects. 
No adjustment required.   
 
English – some learners, particularly profoundly deaf students, have not had the 
opportunity to achieve qualifications to GCSE level but have signed up to English 
language support classes with Colleges in Northern Ireland and with Ulster, pre 
entry and post entry supported from the project.  It is recommended this work is 
progressed and Ulster offer a support programme for English bespoke to the 
needs of the Deaf Community.  It is therefore recommended the entry 
requirement for English Language is adjusted as recommended in the 
validation/approval documentation.  Students who do not speak cannot be asked, 
by law, to communicate in English.  Whilst some have acquired through recent 
aids some oral skills, many cannot speak or chose not to speak by right.  
Learning English has therefore been impaired by hearing disability.  This has 
been checked with student service’s senior disability officers and agreed with the 
project steering group chaired by Professor Norman Black and DEL.  They have 
not had the opportunity, many, to learn English in a phonetic manner, restricted 
by oral disabilities and deafness.  These are the politically correct terms. 
 
Subject Specific requirements – students who study the Certificate in Teaching 
will normally have teaching hours in Northern Ireland Colleges or Training 
organisations.  Sign Language is a new subject area and whilst it is growing, 
hence the need for the award at Ulster, it is an area of demand that is 
progressing relatively slowly.  Ulster is working with DCAL and DEL to advance 
this for the future of the programme.  QUB has introduced a new Masters 
provision in interpreting skills (Sign Language) and graduates from the hearing 
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community are also showing an interest in the course.  The current provision is 
being delivered by a small pool of existing deaf tutors who have a longstanding 
experience, offering little room for new entrants to the profession.  This is 
providing difficulties for student-tutors entering the sector/profession.  The 
validation document outlines the recommended placement model and 
behavioural science micro-teach preparation approach, agreed also with DEL 
and approved in the first phrase of the programme.  The School of Education has 
experience of placement support models, including arrangements for Access NI 
and supervision.  All placement providers taking part will undertake deaf 
awareness training. 
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