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Key facts on deafness and education: 
 

• There are as many as 3850 deaf children in Scotland 

• Deafness is not a learning disability, yet a significant attainment gap continues to 
exist for deaf learners 

• Scottish Government attainment data for 2020 shows deaf pupils are twice as likely 
learners to leave school with no qualification (5.5% of deaf pupils compared with 
2.6% of all pupils) and 43.6% obtained Highers or Advanced Highers (compared 
with 59.6% of all pupils) 

• The gap continues post-school with 31.6% of deaf learners going on to university 
compared with 47.8% of those with no additional support need (ASN) 

• The input of specialist Teachers of the Deaf is critical to ensure that both parents 
and mainstream teachers can support deaf children to learn effectively and 
achieve their potential 

 
Summary of Issues: 
 
The Covid-19 situation has brought additional challenges for this group. This briefing 
sets out key issues we would like the Committee to consider. We know that deaf young 
people in Scotland are keen to share their views and we would be keen to support this 
engagement with decision makers, in the interim, at this link we have a video in which 
young deaf people from across the UK describe the problems they face. Our guidance 
sets out some specific issues to consider for risk assessments being carried out by 
schools, as well as mitigating steps that can be taken in response to particular 
concerns. We recommend this guidance is adopted by schools. 

1. Access to specialist support on return to school: 
 
Due to Covid-19 and the social distancing measures, the usual appointments or visits that 
deaf learners have with specialist education professionals (including Teachers of the 
Deaf, communication support workers and speech and language therapists) have not 
been possible. Some deaf learners in Scotland have been able to take their hearing 
technology home from school at this time, but not all due to divergence in local policy. We 
are concerned that this group are missing out on vital support and the attainment gap that 
already exists for deaf learners will widen significantly. 
 
As nurseries, schools and colleges re-open, there are concerns around how deaf children 
will receive specialist support in the classroom (such as from teaching assistants or from 
visiting Teachers of the Deaf) in light of current Scottish Government guidance which 
discourages movement of peripatetic staffing between settings. There is a need to 
consider how public health risks are balanced against the risk to individual deaf children 
if they do not receive the specialist support they need – clearer guidance is needed which 
sets out how these risks can be balanced and mitigating actions that can be taken.  
 
We believe that the Scottish Government should publish guidance on how all deaf 
children and those with Additional Support Needs can still be supported and have their 
needs met at the current time. This should include clear instructions around support for 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NwgcLOitNFk&feature=youtu.be
http://www.ndcs.org.uk/media/6009/meeting-the-needs-of-deaf-children-as-schools-reopen-final.pdf


pre-school deaf children, access to equipment, and provision of specialist support as 
education settings re-open.    
 
Recommendations: 

• Clearer guidance for local authorities around avoiding blanket policies and 
looking at the individual needs of deaf children and young people is 
required 

• Clearer guidance from Scottish Government is required on early years 
support for deaf children in the home and how Teacher of the Deaf catch-
up is being facilitated 

• Catch up plans should be in place for any learning missed by deaf pupils 
via or informed by specialist support services 

• Clearer guidance setting out how deaf pupils will be able to access 
learning, including allowing access to peripatetic Teachers of the Deaf 
support. Guidance needs to allow for this support either through mitigating 
actions or setting out how support will be provided remotely. We have 
outlined some mitigating actions on the movement of peripatetic teaching 
staff in our guidance. It should be clear for local authorities that deaf 
children should still be accessing support from specialist services. 

 
2. Accessibility of online learning materials  

 
The Scottish Government have confirmed the aim of all pupils to return to full time 
education in August. However, a blended learning approach may be in place for some 
pupils, where children are onsite for part of the time and then at home for the other. In 
addition, there is also a possibility that some schools may be forced to close again 
temporarily in the event of any local lockdowns.  

During lockdown it became clear that where deaf learners were being provided with home 
learning materials, there were issues around accessibility of the content without their 
usual specialist support (e.g. communication support worker or specialist teaching 
assistant). 75% of Scottish respondents to our survey said they were having issues with 
the accessibility of resources.  

Where children and young people were being asked to engage in online teaching or 
learning, there were significant issues around accessibility. For example, not all video 
content has subtitles or is translated into British Sign Language. Most significantly, there 
were barriers for deaf learners accessing their specialist support by two-way video 
conferencing. Of the 16 local authorities that responded to our recent survey contacted, 
only 10 had two-way video conferencing in place for deaf learners. 

“We use Microsoft Teams, which is managed through the Glow Tenancy. At a National 
level, the camera at a pupil's end is switched off and Local Authorities cannot change this 
as it needs to be agreed and approved by Education Scotland. This functionality has been 
requested every week since lockdown began and Education Scotland are currently 
completing trials of using the cameras via Teams.” Local Authority response 

We understand that Education Scotland are working to make two way video 
conferencing available on the Glow platform. However deaf learners are likely to be 
disadvantaged by any online learning or teaching unless proactive reasonable 
adjustments are made by individual schools when they return. 

http://www.ndcs.org.uk/media/6009/meeting-the-needs-of-deaf-children-as-schools-reopen-final.pdf


Recommendations: 

• We recommend further guidance is issued to schools by Education 
Scotland that includes information on using the Glow platform in an 
accessible way for deaf learners 

• Any guidance should also recognise the need for specialist advice for 
mainstream teachers of learning resources for deaf pupils 

 
3. Use of face masks or coverings  
 
Our reading of the Scottish Government guidance is that face coverings are only 
recommended in education where social distancing is difficult or when needed to meet a 
child’s personal care needs. We acknowledge that guidance allows for teachers and 
pupils to wear face masks and coverings if they wish.  

As the Scottish Government notes, this will have specific implications for deaf students 
which should be considered. Teaching is based on being able to communicate clearly to 
pupils and clear communication is especially important for deaf children and young 
people. The use of face masks or coverings would have a very significant impact on the 
ability of deaf children and young people to communicate, to the extent that attendance 
at school or college may be redundant. This situation would clearly would not be 
consistent with the Education Continuity (No5) direction from Scottish Government to 
education authorities asking them to have regard for continuity of education in the 
reopening of schools. 
 
Teachers need to be clear that they have a responsibility to ensure deaf children can 
access learning. They need to be supported to ensure that if they themselves are 
wearing a facemask, that they are considering the impact on learning and what 
mitigating steps they should be taking to support a deaf learner. A discussion should 
take place with the student, family and a Teacher of the Deaf to identify the risks to deaf 
children’s access to learning and emotional wellbeing and identify alternative 
arrangements that still allow deaf students full access to education. 
 
Recommendations: 

• Clearer guidance for teaching staff highlighting the impact that use of face 
masks has on deaf pupils, along with simple deaf awareness tips for how 
this can be mitigated, such as this simple infographic video. We would be 
happy to work with Scottish Government officials on developing resources. 

• This guidance should encourage the use of clear face masks where 
professionals choose to wear one 

 
4. Concluding principles of making education work for deaf children during the 

pandemic 
 

1. There should be no blanket policies (for example, a ban on all external visitors). 
Instead, we believe that any policies should take into account the individual 
needs of deaf children, and, as set out earlier, balance the risks to public health 
against the risks to individual children not getting the support they need.  

2. Teachers of the Deaf should be involved in any decisions on how support will be 
provided.  

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/regulation-directive-order/2020/05/coronavirus-act-2020-educational-continuity-direction/documents/educational-continuity-no-5-direction-6-august-2020/educational-continuity-no-5-direction-6-august-2020/govscot%3Adocument/Educational%2BContinuity%2B%2528No.5%2529%2BDirection.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/112180125505122/videos/3087775494640238


3. Parents and deaf children should also be involved in any such decisions and kept 
fully informed. Parents and deaf children may have their own suggestions for 
how support could be provided, which should be taken seriously.  

4. There should be a can-do approach. We encourage professionals to continue to 
be creative, pragmatic and flexible in ensuring that individual deaf children 
receive the support they need, as much as possible.  

5. Any reduction in specialist support should be a last-resort and with a full 
awareness of the impact that it will have on individual deaf children. Putting deaf 
children in a situation where they cannot understand their teachers or their peers 
should be seen as both unacceptable and untenable. Where a decision has been 
made there is no other alternative but to temporarily reduce some specialist 
support, we expect there to be a clear audit trail in place that sets out what 
mitigating actions are being put into place. Action planning should be SMART. 
We also expect there to be a plan in place to ensure support is provided to 
enable deaf children catch up. This might involve additional catch-up support or 
one-to-one tuition that is tailored to their individual needs. 
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