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Abstract 

 

Foreign languages are linguistic tools that allow access to various resources in the global world. However, access to foreign 

language education for K-12 (i.e., from kindergarten to the 12th grade) deaf students is restricted because deaf students are often 

disqualified from foreign language courses based on presumed disability status. This study identifies ideologies underpinning 

education policies that limit foreign language education for K-12 deaf students and compares Türkiye and the United States. The 

study employs a qualitative approach and analyzes both countries' constitutions, education laws, and education regulations through 

critical discourse analysis based on the theories of linguistic human rights and Bourdieu’s forms of capital. Findings reveal 

ideological contradictions concerning deafness and language education for deaf learners, restricting access to foreign language 

education for K-12 deaf students in both countries. 
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Türkiye ve Amerika Birleşik Devletleri'nde K-12 İşitme Engelli Öğrenciler İçin Yabancı Dil Eğitimi Üzerine 

Karşılaştırmalı Bir Politika Analizi: Bir Vaka Çalışması  

 

 

Özet 

 

Yabancı diller, küresel dünyadaki çeşitli kaynaklara erişimi sağlayan dil araçlarıdır. Ancak, K-12 (yani, anaokulundan 12. sınıfa 

kadar) işitme engelli öğrenciler için yabancı dil eğitimine erişim genellikle varsayılan engellilik durumuna dayalı olarak 

kısıtlanmıştır. Bu çalışma, K-12 işitme engelli öğrenciler için yabancı dil eğitimini sınırlayan eğitim politikalarının temelindeki 

ideolojileri belirler ve Türkiye ile Amerika Birleşik Devletleri'ni karşılaştırır. Çalışma nitel bir yaklaşım benimser ve her iki ülkenin 

anayasalarını, eğitim yasalarını ve eğitimin düzenlemelerini dil insan hakları teorileri ve Bourdieu'nun sermaye türleri temelinde 

eleştirel söylem analizi yaparak inceler. Bulgular, işitme engelliliği ve işitme engelliler için dil eğitimi konusunda ideolojik 

çelişkiler ortaya koyar ve her iki ülkede de K-12 işitme engelli öğrencilerin yabancı dil eğitimine erişimini kısıtladığını ortaya 

koymaktadır.  

 

Anahtar Kelimeler: karşılaştırmalı politika analizi, işitme engelli öğrenciler, yabancı dil eğitimi, Türkiye, Amerika Birleşik 

Devletleri  
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Introduction 

In multilingual societies, people must often learn the official or dominant language used in that 

society and the global language to use worldwide (Shohamy, 2007). Learning foreign languages 

(FL) is also necessary to access worldwide resources (Bourdieu, 1991). However, the opportunity 

to learn foreign languages is not always accessible for deaf individuals (Csizer & Kontra, 2020) 

because education policies exempt deaf learners from FL education, as in the cases of Türkiye and 

the United States (U.S.), which this study investigates. 

Türkiye and the U.S. are multilingual countries. Turkish policy documents explicitly state 

monolingualism in Turkish policy documents and emphasize Turkish as the medium of instruction. 

The U.S. policy documents do not explicitly state a particular language as a medium of instruction; 

however, students must learn English, the country's dominant language (Wight, 2015). In addition, 

policy documents in both countries state that their educational goals are to provide education for 

all students without discrimination (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015; Turkish Ministry of 

National Education, 2012). However, deaf students often face discrimination in foreign language 

education in both countries where special education policies serve students with disabilities, 

including deaf students (IDEA, 2004; Turkish Ministry of National Education, 2018).  

In Türkiye, deaf students are exempt from FL education. Similarly, in the U.S., New York State 

Education Department (NYSED) regulations exempt deaf students from FL education. Thus, in 

both countries, deaf students have restricted access to FL education to investigate which this study 

asks: 

• What are the ideologies in education policy documents in Türkiye and the United States 

about foreign language education for K-12 deaf students? 

• What do education policies in Türkiye and the United States suggest for foreign language 

education of K-12 deaf students? 

Deafness and Deaf Students in Türkiye 

Türkiye is a republic country in Eurasia, and Turkish is the country's official language 

(Constitution of the Republic of Türkiye, 1982). Türkiye is a multilingual country where such 

minority languages as Kurdish, Arabic, Zaza, and Armenian are spoken, and deaf individuals often 

use Turkish Sign Language (TSL) (Kuzu, 2016). 

Foreign language education is critical in Türkiye, where English is taught as a compulsory FL at 

the K-12 level (Turkish Ministry of National Education, 2018). English as a foreign language 

(EFL) in Türkiye is considered a tool to access different resources in globalization (Bourdieu, 

1991; Taşdemir & Gürbüz, 2021). However, Türkiye’s language policy does not make EFL 

education accessible for K-12 deaf learners in the country, where deaf learners are exempt from 

studying FLs (Kuzeci, 2015).  

There are two perceptions of deafness in Türkiye, where deaf people comprise 0.6% of the 

population (Turkish Statistical Institute, 2021). Some researchers and medical personnel attribute 

deafness to inbreeding and consider deafness a disability. The view of deafness as a disability 

results in using hearing aids, cochlear implants, and early intervention programs for the spoken 
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language development of deaf children (Birinci, 2014). In addition, sign language learning is 

considered unnecessary for deaf children because of the belief that deaf children can fully hear 

after hearing devices (Csizer & Kontra, 2020). 

On the other hand, some researchers describe deafness as a cultural difference and deaf people as 

a linguistic minority, with sign language as the primary language (Cankuvvet et al., 2015; Sari, 

2005). These researchers refer to deafness not as a deficit but as a difference and view deaf 

individuals as members of a linguistic minority with different values, attitudes, and physical 

conditions than hearing people (Polat, 2003). However, in Türkiye, the perspective of deafness as 

a disability is dominant based on which education policies emphasize the oral production of deaf 

people in Turkish (Ilkbasaran, 2015). 

In Türkiye, an oral-based approach that focuses only on improving deaf students' speaking ability 

is applied at K-12 schools (Karasu, 2014). In 1953, TSL was decided not to be used in deaf 

education (Zeshan, 2003). However, since 2015, while deaf students in mainstream schools have 

access to education in Turkish, in deaf schools, both Turkish and TSL are aimed to be used as 

medium languages (Fundamental Law of National Education, 1973). However, because few 

teachers are fluent in TSL, deaf students often access education only in Turkish (Ilkbasaran, 2015). 

Moreover, in Türkiye, while there is no FL education in deaf schools in mainstream schools, 

education policies exempt deaf students from FL courses (Ilkbasaran, 2015; Turkish Ministry of 

National Education, 2018). 

Deafness and Deaf Students in the United States 

In the U.S., linguistically and culturally diverse communities speak an average of four hundred 

languages (O’Rourke et al., 2016). Moreover, about 20% of K-12 students study a world language 

or American Sign Language (ASL) as FL. The emphasis on FL education, especially in Arabic 

and Persian, has increased after the attacks of September 11, 2011 (Gordin, 2015). FL is a " core 

academic subject" (The U.S. Department of Education, 34 CFR 200/c) and an essential part of 

education, especially for the global economy (Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 2015). 

The federal government provides financial support for FL education (Every Student Succeeds Act, 

2015). For example, in New York, Delaware, and Tennessee states, K -12 students are given 

incentives (e.g., the Seal of Biliteracy) if they learn at least two FLs before graduating high school 

(American Councils for International Education, 2017).  

In New York State (NYS), the research site of the study, 49% of the population speaks a language 

other than English at home (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). Despite the value given to FL education 

and incentives to support FL learning in the State, access to FL education is restricted for students 

with disabilities, which also includes deaf students (Wight, 2015). 

Around 10.6% of the population in the U.S. is identified as deaf (Statista Research Department, 

2019). The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (2004), the national law, identifies 

deaf students as one group of students with disabilities, comprising 12% of the general school 

population (Evarrs & Knotek, 2015). Today, most deaf students in the country have access to 

public education (Wight, 2015). However, IDEA (2004) defines deafness as being unable to hear. 

Moreover, the law does not specify sign language as a medium for the education of deaf students 
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in mainstream schools where deaf students often receive education in English, and sign language 

services are provided based on students’ Individualized Education Plans (IEP) (Wight, 2015).  

On the other hand, at deaf public schools, deaf students attend school with other deaf students. In 

these schools, deaf students can share a language and culture and receive education bilingually 

through ASL and English (McLeod & Marshall, 2023). However, in mainstream and deaf schools, 

deaf students often do not learn FL because policies identify deafness as a disability and exempt 

deaf students from FL courses (Evarrs & Knotek, 2015; NYSED, 2016). 

Method 

The study employs a qualitative approach and compares education policy documents used in 

Türkiye and the U.S. through critical discourse analysis. The study holds a critical perspective by 

exploring the micro-level (i.e., linguistic level) and macro-level (i.e., practice level) interactions 

among policy documents (Johnson, 2009). 

Research Settings  

Türkiye, where the researcher is from, and the U.S., where the researcher pursued a Ph.D. degree, 

were selected as research sites. In the U.S., NYS was chosen as a research site where the percentage 

of the K-12 population enrolled in a FL class, which includes ASL, is above the national average 

(American Councils for International Education, 2017).  

In Türkiye, the Ministry of National Education is the central government office regulating K-12 

education in the country. The Department of the General Directorate for Special Education and 

Counseling Services is responsible for improving K-12 education for individuals with disabilities, 

including deaf education in Türkiye (Birinci, 2014; http://www.meb.gov.tr). 

In the U.S., the Department of Education is responsible for policies at the national level. In the 

NYS, the NYSED regulates K-12 education services and has eight branches, including the Office 

of P-12 Education and Special Education Office, which works for special education policies for 

students with disabilities, including deaf students (http://www.nysed.gov). 

Data Sources 

As the data sources, education policy documents (e.g., constitutions, education laws, and 

regulations) that influence K-12 general education, deaf education, and FL education in Türkiye 

and the U.S. were utilized. Seven documents were analyzed in each country. Moreover, five 

documents used as education regulations in the NYS were analyzed. Thus, the study analyzed 

nineteen policy documents as data sources.  

Analytic Framework  

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) was applied to analyze the language used in policy texts (i.e., 

micro-level analysis) and explore ideologies embedded in these texts (i.e., macro-level analysis) 

(Fairclough, 2013; van Dijk, 1993).  

http://www.meb.gov.tr/
http://www.nysed.gov/
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First, the policy documents were thematically categorized (e.g., general education, FL education, 

and special education, including deaf education). Through thematic analysis, ideologies of 

education, languages, deafness, and FL education for deaf learners were explored. Then, textual 

analysis was applied to each document to connect lexical (van Dijk, 1993), interdiscursive 

(Fairclough, 2013), and theoretical analyses (Wodak & Meyer, 2016). Based on the study's 

research questions, the text's language use and argumentative features were analyzed at the lexical 

level (Wodak & Meyer, 2016). Through interdiscursive and theoretical analyses, the policy texts 

were deconstructed and interpreted in terms of the language used in these texts. Finally, theoretical 

analysis was applied, and ideologies identified in the texts were analyzed. In the data analysis 

process, pen and paper were used, and findings were tabulated.  

The theories of linguistic human rights (LHRs) (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2012) and Bourdieu’s forms 

of capital (Bourdieu, 1986) were drawn upon to examine the discourses of rights and ideologies 

of languages and deafness. The study applied LHRs, which comprise “disability rights, human 

rights, and minority rights” for deaf people (Murray, 2015, p. 384; Wee, 2007). Because protecting 

the LHRs of deaf people contributes to the accumulation of linguistic capital and various forms of 

capital, the study also applied the theory of forms of capital, which includes cultural capital (i.e., 

forms of knowledge, education, skills), linguistic capital (i.e., the ability to use a language in a 

particular context), social capital (i.e., having networks), economic capital (i.e., having a job in the 

international market), and symbolic capital (i.e., recognition or prestige) (Bourdieu, 1986). 

Findings 

The results reveal that ideologies of education as a right and FL education as forms of capital are 

identified in education policy documents in both Türkiye and the U.S. However, in both countries, 

these ideologies contradict the ideology of deafness as a disability, which is signified in education 

policy documents, thus restricting access to FL education for K-12 deaf students. 

Ideologies of Education as a Right 

In Türkiye, the constitution explicitly states education as a right (i.e., “no one shall be deprived”). 

The document aligns with the theory of human rights, which ensures the legalization of a person's 

rights, including education (Donnelly, 2013).  

In the U.S., the constitution of the State of New York implicitly reveals an ideology of education 

as a right, and the document states its support for free public education (i.e., the state "shall provide 

for the maintenance and support of a system of free common schools"). The document's support 

for free public education aligns with the ideology of education as a right (UNESCO, 1996). Thus, 

the state-level constitution supports free public education and promotes human rights (Ishay, 2008) 

(see Table 1). 
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Table 1. The Ideology of Education as a Right as Embodied in the Constitutions 

 

Constitutions  Language indexing ideology 

The Constitution of the  

Republic of Türkiye (1982) 

“No one shall be deprived of the right to receive an education 

[emphasis added]” (Article 42). 

The Constitution of the  

State of New York (1821) 

“The legislature shall provide for the maintenance and support 

of a system of free common schools, wherein all the children 
of this state may be educated [emphasis added].” (Article XI, 

Section 1). 

Ideologies of Foreign Languages  

The use of 'any' in the statement of "any language other than Turkish" in the Turkish policy 

document presents an ambiguous definition of FL because "any language" may comprise European 

(e.g., English, German, French), minority (e.g., Kurdish, Arabic) or signed modes of languages 

(Celebi, 2006; Gee, 2014; Kuzeci, 2015).  

A clear FL education policy is needed at the state level in the U.S. (Ricento, 2000). FL education 

is accepted as part of a "well-rounded education." However, the phrase "as determined by" in the 

state-level document designates "states and local educational agencies" as agents to include FL 

education courses in education (ESEA, 2015; Gee, 2014). In addition, the Regulations of the 

Commissioner of Education (2016) defines FL as "any language other than," the dominant 

language, English and identifies ASL as a FL, signaling the acceptance of the signed modes of a 

language as a FL.  

However, interdiscursive analysis shows that the definition of ASL needs to be more consistent 

among the documents used at the state-level documents. While the Regulations of the 

Commissioner of Education (2016) define ASL as a FL., the same document defines ASL as “a 

second language” (100.1/i). Thus, the inconsistency in the definition of ASL as a second and 

foreign language can lead to deaf students' learning ASL as a FL at the K-12 level instead of 

preserving an ideology of sign language as the primary language of deaf individuals (Pufahl & 

Rhodes, 2011) (see Table 2).  
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Table 2. Ideologies of Foreign Languages 

 

Turkish Documents Language indexing ideology of FL education 

Turkish Regulations 

for Foreign Language 

Education (2006)  

“Foreign language means any language other than Turkish [emphasis added] 

taught at official and private, primary education, secondary education, distance 

education, and non-formal education schools and institutions." (Article 4/e) 

“The aim of foreign language education [emphasis added] and training in 

formal, non-formal and distance education institutions under the basic aims and 

principles of National Education; and considering the purpose and the levels of 

the schools and institutions is to ensure that individuals who learn a foreign 

language acquire  

   a) Listening comprehension, 
   b) Reading comprehension, 

   c) Speaking, 

   d) Writing 

skills, to communicate, and to develop positive attitudes toward foreign 

language education [emphasis added].” (Article 5/1) 

 

U.S. Documents  Language indexing ideology of FL education 

ESEA (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NYSED 

Regulations of  

the Commissioner  

of Education (2016) 

‘‘The term ‘well-rounded education’ means courses, activities, and 

programming in subjects [emphasis added] such as English, reading or 

language arts, writing, science, technology, engineering, mathematics, foreign 

languages, civics and government, economics, arts, history, geography, 

computer science, music, career and technical education, health, physical 

education, and any other subject, as determined by the State or local 

educational agency, to provide all students access to an enriched curriculum 
and educational experience [emphasis added].” (Section 80002/52) 

 

“Foreign language means any language other than English (LOTE) [emphasis 

added] including all modern languages, Latin, American Sign Language 

[emphasis added], Native American languages, and native languages.” 

(100.5/h/2) 

 

Ideologies of Deafness as a Disability 

In Türkiye, lexical analysis shows an ideology of deafness as a disability in Article 3/c of the 

Law on Individuals with Disabilities (2005) (i.e., “disabled individual,” “sensory loss”). The 

Article implicitly describes deafness as a disability. Moreover, passivation used in the Article 

(i.e., "is restricted") obscures the agent, which results in an unclear explanation related to how 

such 'restriction' leads to unequal participation of deaf people in society (Gee, 2014).  

Interdiscursive analysis reveals an ideology of deafness as a disability. The Regulations of 

Special Education Services in Türkiye (2018), which was written based on the Law on 

Individuals with Disabilities (2005), define "an individual with hearing impairment'' as ''the one 

who needs special education support and services because of partial or complete hearing loss" 

(4/o). Thus, the regulations imply an ideology of deafness as a disability because it defines 

deafness as an "impairment" and "loss."  

In the U.S., deafness is defined as one of several disabilities (IDEA, 2004). Section 602 of 

IDEA uses the phrase "hearing impairments" and adds ''deafness" as one of the disabilities. 

Interdiscursive analysis also identifies an ideology of deafness as a disability. According to the 
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Regulations of the Commissioner of Education (2016), deafness is a “hearing impairment" and 

“so severe that [it…] adversely affects a student’s educational performance” (200.1/zz/e). The 

words “severe” and “adversely” refer to an ideology of deafness as a disability by ignoring the 

cultural aspect of deafness (see Table 3). 

Table 3. The Ideology of Deafness as a Disability 

 

Documents Language indexing ideology 

Law on Individuals with Disabilities 

(2005) (Türkiye) 

“A disabled individual is one who is restricted from equal and 

active participation in society [emphasis added] with other 

individuals because of the environmental conditions and 

attitudes caused by physical, mental and sensory loss at any 

level [emphasis added].” (Article 3/c) 

Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (2004) (United States) 

“The term ‘child with a disability' means a child with mental 

retardation, hearing impairments (including deafness) 
[emphasis added], speech or language impairments, visual 

impairments (including blindness), serious emotional 

disturbance (referred to in this title as ‘emotional disturbance’), 

orthopedic impairments, autism, traumatic brain injury, other 

health impairments, or specific learning disabilities; and who, 

by reason thereof, needs special education and related services 

[emphasis added].” (Section 602/3/A/i) 

Contradictions of Ideologies and Foreign Language Education of K-12 Deaf Students 

The Regulations of Special Education Services (2018) in Türkiye offers 12 deaf students an 

exemption from FL courses. The document states that the exemption depends on parents' 

decisions and students' individualized education plans. However, depending on the statement 

used in the document (i.e., “may be exempted”), parents and teachers often prefer exempting 

deaf students from FL courses because of an ideology of deafness as a disability (Wight, 2015).  

In the U.S., federal-level documents do not mention FL education for K-12 deaf students or 

offer an exemption for deaf students from taking FL courses. At the state level, NYSED 

Education Regulations (2016) also do not provide an exemption for deaf students from FL 

courses. However, because the documents define deafness as one of the disabilities, state-level 

documents present an option for deaf students' exemption from FL classes depending on the 

individualized education plans of deaf students. When deaf students do not accept an exemption 

from FL course, accommodation is provided to provide deaf students full access to FL 

education (American Councils for International Education, 2017; NYSED, 2016; Wight, 2015). 

On the other hand, as ASL is defined as a foreign language in the U.S. policy documents, in 

mainstream schools, deaf students prefer learning ASL as a FL course (ESEA, 2015; NYSED, 

2016) (see Table 4). 
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Table 4. Documents Exempting K-12 Deaf Students from Foreign Language Courses 

Documents    Language indexing ideology 

Regulations of Special Education 

Services (2018) (Türkiye) 

 

 

 

“Students who have a hearing disability, mental disability or 

autism, with the written permission of parents and decisions 
of IEP committee may be exempted [emphasis added] from 

foreign language courses at any level of education.” (Article 

24/d) 

NYSED Regulations of the 

Commissioner of Education (2016)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

“A student identified as having a disability that adversely 

affects the ability to learn a language may be excused from 

the language other than English requirement outlined in this 

subparagraph if such student's individualized education 

program [emphasis added] indicates that such requirement is 

not appropriate to the student’s special educational needs.” 

(100.5, 7. iv/c) 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 

The critical discourse analysis of the study shows that, in Türkiye and the U.S., in FL education 

of K-12 deaf students, the ideology of education as a right is not fully applied. In Türkiye, 

policy documents explicitly offer an exemption for deaf students from FL courses (Regulations 

of Special Education Services, 2018). In the U.S., policy documents do not explicitly exempt 

deaf students from FL courses. However, the documents offer ASL as a FL, which most deaf 

students prefer to take (NYSED, 2016;). 

Identifying deafness as a disability or culture in policy documents also influences these students' 

access to FL education (e.g., Batterbury, 2014; Doherty, 2012). Policy documents that impose 

an ideology of deafness as a disability do not refer to signed modes of language (Batterbury, 

2014). On the other hand, policy documents identifying deafness as a culture refer to sign 

language as the primary language of deaf people and offer signed language modes in FL 

education. The policy documents in Türkiye and the U.S. refer to deafness as a disability. In 

Türkiye, policy documents do not refer to sign languages as a medium. In the country, instead 

of learning sign language, parents of deaf children often prefer cochlear implants and hearing 

aid devices because they believe that such devices make it possible for deaf children to hear 

and speak in Turkish (Ilkbasaran, 2015). However, recognizing deafness as a disability and 

ignoring cultural and linguistic aspects of deafness restrict deaf individuals' cultural, linguistic, 

and social competencies (Ilkbasaran, 2015). 

The education policy documents in the U.S. define deafness as a disability. The documents also 

accept sign language as a second or FL language, which confuses the implementation as deaf 

students often take ASL as an FL (NYSED, 2016). Thus, the policy documents in the country 

imply an ideology of deafness as a disability and a culture by accepting ASL and other signed 

modes of languages (NYSED, 2016). 

Communication is not a reciprocal flow in that individuals receive, interpret, and produce what 

is meant in a Discourse (Gee, 2014). In Türkiye, the Regulations used in Special Education 

define sign language as a tool "to state emotions, thoughts, requests, and needs" and ignore the 

cultural component of the language. Thus, the document refers to sign language as a visual tool, 

which, however, is against the LHRs for deaf people as LHRs recognize sign language as the 

primary language for deaf individuals (Ilkbasaran, 2015). Therefore, the policy documents in 
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Türkiye need to explicitly define sign language as the linguistic capital and cultural capital of 

deaf individuals (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2012). 

In the U.S., the documents have an implicit ideology of sign language as part of deaf culture 

and support sign modes of languages in education (IDEA, 2004). Moreover, the documents 

emphasize the use of sign modes of languages in education, which aligns with the social model 

of deafness in that sign language is viewed as part of the deaf culture (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2008). 

In addition, the U.S. policy documents offer ASL as a second and foreign language in education. 

However, deaf students who learn ASL as a FL may not access opportunities in the global 

world, although they can accumulate cultural capital through ASL in its embodied form (i.e., 

personal investment and self-improvement) (Bourdieu, 1991).  

Conclusion 

Ideologies on deafness and languages embedded in education policy documents influence deaf 

students' access to FL education at the K-12 level. The study found that in the cases of Türkiye 

and the U.S., policy documents emphasize education as a right and FL education as a linguistic 

capital at the K-12 level. However, implicit definitions related to the role of sign languages and 

explicit definitions of deafness as a disability in policy documents result in deaf students’ 

restricted access to FL education. Based on such ideologies in the policy documents, deaf 

students are often exempt from FL courses in both countries. The restriction, thus, causes a 

violation of deaf students' education and language rights (Peters, 2007; UNESCO, 1996). The 

study argues that ideologies embedded in education policy documents and clarifications of these 

ideologies are crucial as they guide educators in implementing the policies in education. 

Therefore, to prevent any misunderstandings or contradictions in policy documents used in 

education, policymakers should explicitly define deafness as a culture, not as a disability. 

Moreover, policymakers and practitioners should collaborate in deaf education and with deaf 

individuals to help deaf students access FL education without restrictions. 
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