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preface

The original edition of  Sign Language Companion reflects the landscape of  the prevailing attitudes 
and status of  British Sign Language (BSL) in the mid 1990s when I created the book to meet the 
need for an accessible introduction to BSL for beginners at a time when very little was available 
on this subject. The contents have stood the test of  time, and provide a useful backdrop to con-
sider the many and varied changes in the intervening years.

As with all living languages, BSL evolves and changes, and I recommend readers check the 
signs used in their local BSL community and attend courses run by native Deaf  signers wherever 
possible. It would require several volumes to do justice to the key developments in the interven-
ing 25 years, but some are briefly touched on here.

During the 1990s opportunities became increasingly available for Deaf  people to study and 
train in linguistics and the teaching of  BSL, bringing a whole new perspective for students to 
learn from native sign language users. BSL was recognised as an ‘official’ language by the UK 
Government on 18th March 2003,  and was recognised as a language in its own right by the 
Welsh Assembly Government in January 2004 but Scotland is the only region in the UK to have 
given legal recognition to sign language. The BSL (Scotland) Act came into force in October 2015 
requiring Scottish Ministers to promote, and facilitate the promotion of, the use and understand-
ing of  BSL. But to date, BSL is still not protected under UK law.

In 1978 the Warnock Report introduced the term ‘special educational needs’ to identify chil-
dren with extra needs or in need of  different formats of  support which included ‘speech and 
language disorders’, ‘hearing disability’ and ‘learning difficulties’. Many special schools were 
closed as children were ‘integrated’ into mainstream education, with the number of  specialist 
Deaf  schools falling from 75 to 21 between 1982 to 2016. 

In 2005 Baroness Warnock conceded that the policy of  inclusion had backfired, leaving a 
‘disastrous legacy’. She called for a radical review of  the closure of  special schools, arguing that 
pressure to include children with special needs had led to ‘confusion, of  which children were the 
casualties’. She concluded that the concept of  inclusion had become muddled and that, rather 
than teaching all children in mainstream schools, more special schools should be established. 

There is no one-size-fits-all when it comes to Deaf  education: all deaf  children are different, 
and for some, with the right support, mainstream education works well – but others have strug-
gled with poor support and lack of  deaf  peer group contact, role models and shared language.

Following the closure of  so many special schools some families faced difficulties in finding 
appropriate school placements with BSL provision and access for parents to learn sign language. 
Many turned to Baby Signing classes, which claimed great benefits with hearing children for 
early communication and language development in the USA before also becoming popular in 
the UK in the early 2000s. It had a mixed response from UK academics and Deaf  community but 
has been described by some families as a lifeline. The resources initially contained American Sign 
Language (ASL) signs but there soon grew a demand and a market for Early Years BSL materials, 
which also benefitted deaf  children and those with special needs.
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In terms of  technological developments of  recent decades, these have transformed the lives 
of  just about all of  us and no more so than for Deaf  people whose first language is BSL. The ease 
with which Deaf  people can now contact each other through texting and use their first language 
through signed video calls has made immeasurable differences − from accessing online interpret-
ing services and booking appointments, to ordering take-aways and taxis and engaging in social 
media. It’s difficult now to imagine a time when none of  these things were possible.

These innovations have included advances in hearing aid technology and cochlear implants, 
which were initially met with opposition from many members of  the Deaf  community. Cochlear 
implants can provide access to spoken language for many children, but are not miracle cures and 
not always the treatment of  choice for families. For some, the situation remains controversial. 

Accurate early diagnosis of  deafness has been an issue for many families who may have sus-
pected deafness but couldn’t obtain diagnoses until two or three years of  age when speech delay 
became more evident. The introduction of  newborn screening for deafness throughout the UK 
in March 2006 was a breakthrough in assisting early diagnosis and enabled earlier access to com-
munication and language support. However, this raised questions about if, or how early, babies 
should receive cochlear implants, putting families in the position of  having to make important 
and often difficult decisions for their new-born infant if  deafness was diagnosed, usually with no 
previous experience of  deafness or its effects on language development. 

There is still a tendency for some professionals to advise against the use of  sign language, par-
ticularly in the case of  implanted children, in the belief  that it will impede the development of  
spoken language in spite of  the fact that research has shown the opposite to be true. It’s helpful 
if  parents can seek support from other families in this situation and also with the adult Deaf  com-
munity and Organisations such as those listed at the back of  this book. 

The Summary of  Key Findings of  the UK wide survey by the Consortium for Research in 
Deaf  Education (CRIDE) 2019 on educational provision for deaf  children showed that there are 
almost 54,000 deaf  children across the UK: 78 per cent of  school-aged deaf  children attend main-
stream schools. 6 per cent attend mainstream schools with resource provisions, 3 per cent attend 
special schools for deaf  children and 12 per cent attend special schools not specifically for deaf  
children. 64 per cent of  severely or profoundly deaf  children communicate using spoken English 
or Welsh only in school or other education settings. 9 per cent use British or Irish Sign Language. 
22 per cent use sign language alongside spoken English or Welsh. 13 per cent of  deaf  children use 
an additional spoken language other than English or Welsh in the home. 

Are Deaf  people still a marginalised minority? There is much to consider, and few easy 
answers. The important message to take forward is just how crucial it is to connect with and 
listen to the experiences of  Deaf  people. They were deaf  children themselves, they understand 
better than anyone what that entails and what it feels like, and we should use our ‘hearing privi-
lege’ wisely − as true supporting allies. I hope that this book continues to provide such support.

Cath Smith, July 2021






























