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Abstract 

This study is focused on the deaf upper-secondary school students’ education in English. 

English is one of the core subjects in the Swedish school system and considered an important 

factor in students’ opportunities to participate in the global community. On this basis, the aim 

of this study is to understand how the English subject syllabus is adapted to cater for the deaf 

students’ needs, whether normative values are expressed in the English subject syllabus for 

the deaf, and whether those values might affect the deaf students’ opportunities to use English 

as a communicative language. More specifically, my questions are: What similarities and 

differences between the National Syllabus for English compared to the National Syllabus for 

English for the Deaf can be found under “English” and “Aim of the subject”?; what values 

and norms do these similarities and differences carry?; and how might those values and norms 

affect deaf students’ English education?  

 

To answer these questions a discourse analytic approach inspired by critical theory is 

conducted, where the two English subject syllabi, and the supplementary commentary 

material to the syllabi are compared. Analysis based on interviews of two upper-secondary 

school English teachers and a questionnaire answered by the students of the interviewees is 

provided as a supplement to the analysis of the syllabi. The findings show that the curricular 

texts contradict themselves on several occasions when applied to the deaf student as the 

intended learner, because they do not adapt to the plurilingual needs of the deaf students. The 

findings also show how the norm of spoken and written English is valued higher than the 

signed forms of the language. I argue that this might cause limitations to the discourse and 

development of an English education adapted to the needs of the deaf upper-secondary school 

students in Sweden.          
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1. Introduction 
Sweden was the first country in the world to introduce a bilingual syllabus for deaf students in 

1983 (Svartholm, 2010). The deaf community’s demand for bilingual education was thus 

finally complied with. But, what happens in the subjects where the content is not in Swedish, 

where it is not sufficient with a bilingual education, because a third language needs to be 

introduced? How does a bilingual education work in English - one of the core subjects in 

Swedish schools? Allard (2013) has conducted observational research focusing on the English 

education for deaf students in their last two years of compulsory special needs school. Her 

study shows that there are areas in which it is questionable whether the education satisfies the 

aims set in the Syllabus. Allard remarks that this is especially the case for the communicative 

functions of English. She points out, for example, that the teaching she witnessed often 

focused on translation of isolated words out of context, even though the curricular indications 

encourage communicative practices (this is indeed the case in the curricular texts regarding 

both deaf and hearing students). She concludes that the education she had observed did not 

create the prerequisites required to make the students competitive on the labour market nor for 

future studies; neither did it create the prerequisites required to provide the students with a 

proficient international language for communication. She also ponders on the possibility to 

include an internationally viable Sign Language, for example the American or the British Sign 

Language, as a way to ease learning and to connect the deaf students with the international 

world. In addition, she points out that research concerning foreign language teaching and 

learning in the context of deaf education has been largely missing.  

 

As English is one of the three core subjects in the Swedish school system alongside Swedish 

and Mathematics, Allard’s findings could indeed prove problematic. To motivate or question 

why English as a subject is considered especially important for Swedish students to learn is 

not the aim or ambition of this essay. The Swedish government provides the following 

motivation in the Swedish Syllabus for English: “Knowledge of English increases the 

individual's opportunities to participate in different social and cultural contexts, as well as in 

global studies and working life. Knowledge of English can also provide new perspectives on 

the surrounding world, enhanced opportunities to create contacts, and greater understanding 

of different ways of living.” 1 (Skolverket, 2011). As can be seen in this excerpt, English 

studies are motivated by the unique position that English occupies as a Lingua Franca. Indeed, 

                                                 
1 Skolverket’s translation 
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English is more than a Lingua Franca, it also functions as a language of power, culture, 

media, academia, trade, and politics (Hult, 2017;  (Phillipson, 2008). The fact that we live in a 

society that is increasingly multilingual is something that needs to be reflected in the syllabus. 

However, conducting a discourse analysis of the English subject syllabus for hearing students 

(ESSH), Hult (2017) points out that “the relationship between plurilingualism and English is 

minimally addressed but nascent”. An analysis of the English subject Syllabus for deaf 

students (ESSD) in this direction is missing. Therefore, considering the importance attributed 

to English subject and the lack of research in the field of deaf education (as highlighted by 

Allard, 2013), this essay aims at analysing how the English syllabus for deaf leaners is 

constructed in comparison to the one for hearing students. 

 

Skolverket (The Swedish National Agency for Education) has provided a dedicated English 

Subject Syllabus for the Deaf which parallels the 2011 English Subject Syllabus for Hearing. 

Englund, Forsberg, and Sundberg (2012) highlights that compared to earlier reforms of the 

curriculum, the changes that have taken place in the last decade of the 1900’s and onwards 

break significantly with previous traditions. The authors argue therefore, that it is of great 

relevance to analyse the codes, values, norms, and knowledges codified in the curriculum and 

the syllabi, since they reflect what are considered significant and important to be able to live 

in- and take part of- society.  An analysis of the English Subject Syllabus for deaf students 

has, to my knowledge, not been conducted. Therefore, in this essay I will conduct a discourse 

analysis comparing the Swedish ESSH with the Swedish ESSD. The aim of the research is to 

better understand 1) how the syllabus has been adapted to cater for the deaf students’ needs; 

2) whether normative values are expressed in the two syllabi and whether those values might 

affect the deaf students’ opportunities to use English as a communicative language.  
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2. Background 

2.1 Historical context 

I find it important to provide a historical background in order to contextualize the aim of this 

essay. Historically, deaf people have been marginalised in society and it was not until the Age 

of Enlightenment that a debate began between those who were curious about how much one 

could teach people with disabilities and those who argued that any education was a waste of 

time and effort. As a result of this curiosity the first schools for the deaf started to appear 

during the latter half of the 18th century (Ström & Linnanmäki, 2017). Domfors (2000), who 

has investigated the education of Teachers of the Deaf from 1873 to the 1990s, explains that 

between the 1930s and the 1960s there were pedagogical discussions on how the education of 

deaf students should be carried out. A German method advocated spoken language as the 

medium of instruction, whilst a French method argued for using Sign Language. During the 

late 1930s a decision was made that the Swedish government should take charge of the deaf 

education which became nationalised. With that decision a reorganisation followed. A school 

for the hard of hearing opened in Örebro, where the German method was followed, and 

another school for the deaf was opened in Gävle, in which written text and Sign Language 

were used as media of instruction. However, this division between the hard of hearing 

students and the deaf was not simply a result of the hearing and speaking ability of the 

students, but was rather seen as a measurement of the students’ intelligence. Domfors cites the 

regulation from 1940: “Lärljungarna böra efter begåvning delas in i tre 

undervisningsgrupper, benämnda A-, B-, och C-grupperna, med de mest begåvade i A-

gruppen / The novices should be divided into three educational groups based on their aptitude, 

the groups should be labelled A, B and C, the A-group consisting of the most gifted2” 

(Domfors, 2000, p. 78). According to the author, the phrasing in the 1940 regulation is a 

resumption of the preceding law from 1889, and it shows that the idea of the level of a 

person’s hearing correlating with his level of intelligence persisted in the mid 1900’s. Every 

second year, teachers from Örebro would visit the deaf schools of Sweden cherry-picking the 

students they found apt (Domfors, 2000).  

Since 1967 all deaf students attending Upper Secondary School have to attend The National 

Upper Secondary School for Deaf and Hard of hearing (Riksgymnasiet för döva och 

hörselskadade, RGDH). This is Sweden’s only Upper Secondary School for Deaf and it caters 

                                                 
2 My translation 
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for both vocational programmes and programmes preparing for higher education. Today it is 

distributed over four different municipal Upper Secondary Schools in Örebro where RGDH 

have their own departments (Riksgymnasiet för Döva och Hörselskadade, 2019). At present, 

there are no demands for special education for teaching English to deaf or hearing-impaired 

students at Upper Secondary School in Sweden3 (SFS 2010:800); therefore, any licensed 

teacher in English can teach these students.     

An important step in deaf education was the acknowledgement of Swedish Sign Language as 

a language in its own right in 1981. Deaf peoples’ need for bilingualism was officially 

asserted and Sweden was the first country in the world to do so (Svartholm, 2010). According 

to the author, Sweden was also the first country to introduce a bilingual syllabus for deaf 

students in 1983 (as mentioned above), which allowed Swedish deaf students to be instructed 

both in Sign Language and in Swedish, the latter in its written form. The bilingual approach 

was given an even more prominent position when a new syllabus in 1994 made the schools 

responsible for ensuring that the deaf students were fully bilingual by the time they graduated 

elementary school (Svartholm, 2010). This is important because, as the author stresses, not all 

students might learn a Sign Language from home, and their other languages might be 

negatively affected by the fact that they are deaf, which could make them at risk of not having 

full facility in any language.  

2.2 What does the law say? 

Should deaf people have the right to the same quality and level of education as hearing 

people? Based on the history of deaf education in Sweden, the answer is not an obvious yes. 

What does the Swedish law (Svensk Författningssamling, SFS) say on the matter? Under the 

first paragraph of the first chapter in the Discrimination Act it is written that the purpose of 

the act is to “combat discrimination and in other ways promote equal rights and opportunities 

regardless of […] disability” 4(SFS 2008:567). This citation regards direct discrimination. 

However, discrimination could also be indirect. In section four, second paragraph, it is added 

that indirect discrimination occurs when: “someone is disadvantaged by the application of a 

provision, a criterion or a procedure that appears neutral but that may put people of […] a 

certain disability […] at a particular disadvantage, unless the provision, criterion or procedure 

                                                 
3 Unless they have additional special needs 
4 Official translation by the Swedish government 
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has a legitimate purpose and the means that are used are appropriate and necessary to achieve 

that purpose” (SFS 2008:567).  

The Swedish School Act also emphasises “lika rättigheter och möjligheter/ equal rights and 

opportunities5” (SFS 2010:800) and it refers to the discrimination act under the eighth 

paragraph of the first section. Furthermore, in the fourth paragraph of the first section of the 

Swedish School Act it is stated that “I utbildningen ska hänsyn tas till […] elevers olika 

behov. […] [E]lever ska ges stöd och stimulans så att de utvecklas så långt som möjligt. En 

strävan ska vara att uppväga skillnader i […] elevernas förutsättningar att tillgodogöra sig 

utbildningen / Education should consider and respect the different needs of the students. 

Students should be given support and stimulus to ensure that they reach their full potential. 

The Education should strive to make up for any discrepancies in the students’ abilities to 

obtain their education” (SFS 2010:800). 

Although deaf peoples’ access to education, or even their own language, has been limited 

historically, the current Swedish law clearly states their right to an equal education. It is 

therefore highly relevant to consider the discrimination act when doing a curriculum analysis 

because the curriculum is a provision which contains criteria and prescribes procedures that 

affect the education carried out in the Swedish school system. The curriculum might be 

perceived by many as a neutral document but, as I will describe in the next paragraph, 

research indicate that it is not.   

2.3 Theoretical background 
Since all knowledge cannot be included in a curriculum, the selection of what is included and 

what is excluded reveals power-structures and ideologies  (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 

2007). Cohen and colleagues explain that the selection of knowledge, or knowledge itself, is 

not innocent and neutral. This is an issue taken into consideration by the so-called critical 

theory which is often used in educational research to link policy making with politics (Cohen 

et al., 2007). The authors describe critical theory as a theory built on a slightly utopian 

paradigm of what a social democracy should be like. According to the authors, critical theory 

does not merely settle with trying to explain why something is the way it is and account for it. 

It strives to create change towards a democratic and equal society. It seeks to shed light on 

behaviour, ideologies and interests that benefit one group or person at the expense of another 

group or person. Furthermore, Cohen et al. (2007) write that critical theory and critical 

                                                 
5 My translation. All further translations of the Swedish School Act will be mine unless otherwise stated. 
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educational research is interrogative and examining in its nature, and they should investigate 

the relationship “between school and society - how schools perpetuate or reduce inequality; 

the social construction of knowledge and curricula, who defines worthwhile knowledge, what 

ideological interests this serves, and how this reproduces inequality in society; how power is 

produced and reproduced through education; whose interests are served by education and how 

legitimate these are” (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007, p. 27).  

Above, the curriculum is mentioned in the singular. However, Posner (2004) writes that when 

performing a curriculum analysis it is actually “five concurring curricula to consider: the 

official, the operational, the hidden, the null, and the extra curriculum” (Posner, 2004, p. 12). 

The official curriculum is the written document. The operational curriculum consists of two 

parts; what is taught by the teacher, and the outcome of that teaching on which the students 

are graded. The hidden curriculum concerns norms and values unintentionally transmitted to 

the students, such as gender, class, or what is considered as important knowledge. The null 

curriculum focuses on what is not taught, what has been excluded. The extra curriculum 

concerns what happens outside of the school subjects (Posner, 2004).  

The null curriculum, regarding what is included and excluded, is important in the field of 

critical theory as previously discussed. To provide an example of the null curriculum I will 

return to Hult’s (2017) discourse analysis mentioned in the introduction. Which showed that 

plurilingualism was “minimally addressed but nascent” (Hult, 2017). He points out that 

Skolverket offers little advice on how teachers can help their students to use and develop their 

plurilingualism and questions why the concept of translanguaging has been left out of the 

English Subject Syllabi. García (2009) defines the term translanguaging as “multiple 

discursive practices in which bilinguals engage in order to make sense of their bilingual 

worlds. Translanguaging therefore goes beyond what has been termed code-switching […] 

although it includes it” (García , 2009, p. 45). In other words, translanguaging avails of a  

students’ entire language repertoire in their acquisition of the target language. Investigating 

the null curriculum might therefore show that the syllabus carries the notion of “balanced 

bilingualism”. According to García this is a commonly accepted, however faulty, notion in 

educational contexts. Garcia explains that balanced bilingualism presents an inaccurate 

picture of a bilingual person as being “equally competent in two languages in all contexts and 

with all interlocutors” (García , 2009, p. 44). This example also shows how the null 

curriculum is central for the methodology of discourse analysis when applied to an 

educational context, which I will return to later on in this section.  
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The extra curriculum is perhaps more important in an American school system than in the 

Swedish system, however the whole concept of the concurring curricula is relevant for 

research in a Swedish school context as long as the differences between systems are 

recognised. Wahlström (2016) pays attention to the fact that the American curriculum 

research has a slightly different and wider understanding of the term curriculum compared to 

the Swedish reading of the word. In Sweden the word curriculum commonly refers to the 

actual regulation provided by the Swedish government, what Posner (2004) would call “the 

official curriculum”. The difference between the American and the Swedish concept of 

curriculum can be seen when considering the term curriculum making introduced by Null 

(2011). Null defines the term as the action which unites teachers, learners, content and 

context. The curriculum making also takes the purpose behind the teaching into account (Null, 

2016). Curriculum in an American definition of the word could therefore refer to the whole 

praxis of a school, or a school system. Even though there is a difference in the term 

curriculum between Sweden and the United States, the research presented here is still relevant 

to the analysis of the Swedish curriculum. 

Returning to the five concurring curricula, the concept of the hidden curriculum is 

popular in critical educational research. According to Townsend (1995) there are 

four common definitions of the term: a) the hidden curriculum as the unofficial 

expectations, or implicit but expected messages; 

b) the hidden curriculum as unintended learning outcomes or messages; 

c) the hidden curriculum as implicit messages arising from the structure of schooling; 

d) the hidden curriculum as created by the students. (Portelli, 1993, as cited in Townsend, 1995)  

This essay will not further address the fourth definition above, the hidden curriculum as 

created by the students. A further definition of the term hidden curriculum is provided by 

Townsend who explains that if a curriculum is constructed “without thinking what world view 

it teaches or reinforces, then the world view the students derive from the curriculum becomes 

an unintended outcome or message” (Townsend, 1995, p. 4). Wahlström (2016) also provides 

a definition of the term when she writes that the hidden curriculum reveals the actions, values, 

and patterns, intentional and unintentional, that permeates both the curriculum and the 

education, from which students draw conclusions and learn. In other words, the discourse in 

the curriculum may carry both intentional and unintentional values, transmitted to and 

internalised by those affected by the provisions constituted in the curriculum and the praxis 

based on the curriculum. 



11 
 

Consequently, a premise for applying a critical perspective, or analysing the hidden 

curriculum, is that language is not viewed as something neutral that reflects reality, but rather 

as something that creates and constitutes reality. This is commonly referred to as the linguistic 

turn. According to Sundberg (2012) focus should be put on the performative and constitutive 

functions that language carries when approaching something with a critical onset. The 

linguistic turn is also vital when working with discourse analysis. Mills (2004) explains that 

even though discourse can have many definitions, central to all different perspectives of the 

term is that it is socially situated. According to Mills, discourse always takes place in a social 

context where all communication is determined by, and contributes to, that very context. 

Institutions therefore play an important role in developing, maintaining, and circulating 

discourses. Another common aspect of the discourse perspective is that it focuses on what is 

excluded: things seem natural and self-evident only because other things are excluded and 

almost unsayable (Mills, 2004).  Biesta (2006) also argues that one of the most important 

reasons to why language matters to an educational context is that ”we know that linguistic and 

discoursive practices delineate – and perhaps we can even say constitute – what can be seen, 

what can be said, what can be known, what can be thought, and, ultimately, what can be 

done” (Biesta, 2006, p. 13). Discourse analysis is thus a common and suitable methodology to 

use when analysing a curriculum from a critical perspective. While discourse analysis 

provides a suitable methodology for examining what values and norms the curriculum carries, 

“didaktikens grundfrågor” provides a suitable framework when analysing how values and 

norms affect the education. In this essay, I will henceforth use the term didactic questions6 

when referring to didaktikens grundfrågor. Wahlström (2016) explains that the Swedish term 

didaktik does not translate well to English because the term has developed differently in the 

English speaking countries compared to the central European countries with Germanic 

languages. Therefore, the term didactic in this essay will be used in the Swedish/Germanic 

sense of the word: referring to “the theory and practice of teaching and learning” (Wahlström, 

2016, p. 131). The fundamental didactic questions are what, who, why and how? What should 

be learned? Who is the learner? Why is this important? How should it be taught? (Lundgren, 

Säljö, & Liberg, 2012).  

 

                                                 
6 The fundamental questions of pedagogy is perhaps a translation closer to the English meaning of the term 
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2.4 Purpose and Research Question 
 

Inspired by the principles expressed by the critical theory, the aim of this research is to better 

understand 1) how the syllabus has been adapted to cater for the deaf students’ needs; 2) 

whether normative values are expressed in the two syllabi and whether those values might 

affect the deaf students’ opportunities to use English as a communicative language. Therefore, 

this study concentrates on the following research questions: 1) what similarities and/or 

differences can be found between the National Syllabus for English for hearing compared to 

the National Syllabus for English for the Deaf?; 2) are there any differences in values and 

norms expressed in the two syllabi ?; and if so, 3) how might the expressed values and norms 

affect deaf students English education?  
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3. Material and Method 

3.1 Data  

In order to address the above-mentioned questions, I performed a critical discourse analysis 

comparing the National Syllabus for English for hearing and the National Syllabus for English 

for the Deaf. The analysis concentrates on the text written under the headings “English” and 

“Aim of the subject”. I also included the additional commentary material provided by 

Skolverket for the English subject syllabus. The didactic questions are used to structure the 

analysis.  

In addition to the text-analysis of the two syllabi, I conducted a brief interview with two 

teachers, and a brief questionnaire that was handed out to their deaf students. The interview 

and the questionnaire aim at capturing the teachers’ and students’ thoughts on the indication 

of the syllabus and the learning outcome, respectively. 

With regards to ethical considerations, all participants of this study were over 15 years of age 

and all signed an informed consent form. The form is provided in Appendix 1. Due to the 

small number of English-teachers for deaf in Swedish Upper Secondary School I have 

provided only the most relevant information below in order to respect their anonymity. 

3.2 Interviews 

The interview guide was developed in accordance with suggestions provided by Dörnyei 

(2007). It was divided into four sections: Background, The Method, English as a Lingua 

Franca, and Using Sign Language. Each section contained between two and five questions, 

most of which were open ended. The full interview guide is provided in appendix 2. The 

semi-structured interviews were conducted in English and took place in April 2019 at an 

Upper Secondary School where deaf and hearing-impaired students are taught; they were 

conducted in a small classroom of the teacher’s choice; they lasted for approximately 30 

minutes each and they were audio recorded. 

The interviewees were two hearing teachers who had no education in Sign Language. Both 

teachers are assisted by an interpreter who translates from spoken Swedish to Swedish Sign 

Language and vice versa during their English classes. The first teacher (T1) has worked as a 

teacher for eighteen years and with deaf students in particular for six years. At current T1 

teaches English 6 and 7. The second teacher (T2) was newly graduated and completing his/her 

first year as an active teacher teaching deaf and hard of hearing students only. Her only 



14 
 

experience in teaching hearing students came from work-placement assignments during 

his/her teacher education. At the time of the interview T2 taught classes in English 5 and 7.  

3.3 Questionnaire 

The questionnaire proposed to the students consisted of four statements followed by a Likert-

scale that ranged from strongly agree to strongly disagree. After the four statements a text-

field followed where the participants were asked to explain their answers. Appendix 3 shows 

the questionnaire template. 

The group of students who replied to the questionnaire consisted of eight deaf students in their 

second or third year of Upper Secondary School. Two students were studying English 5, three 

English 6, and three English 7. Access to the students was given through the teachers 

interviewed. It is important to note that the number of participants is remarkable, considering 

that the average class size consists of approximately five students or less.   
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4. Analysis and Discussion 

 

4.1 Differences between the syllabi 

The two syllabi, the English subject syllabus for the hearing (ESSH) and the English subject 

syllabus for the deaf (ESSD), as the analysis will show, are almost entirely identical in their 

wording. However, there are a few differences. Firstly, four skills are presented in the ESSH; 

listening, reading, speaking, and writing. The content of the ESSD is narrowed down to two 

out of the four skills: reading and writing. Listening and speaking have been completely 

removed from the syllabus. The six passages in the Syllabi where the receptive and productive 

skills are specified have all been modified in the ESSD to only contain the reading and/or 

writing skills: 

   Denna förmåga innefattar dels 

reception, som innebär att förstå talat 

språk och texter, dels produktion och 

interaktion, som innebär att 

formulera sig och samspela med 

andra i tal och skrift samt att 

anpassa sitt språk till olika 

situationer, syften och mottagare  

    These skills cover both reception, 

which means understanding spoken 

language and texts, and production 

and interaction, which means 

expressing oneself and interacting 

with others in speech and writing, as 

well as adapting their language to 

different situations, purposes and 

recipients. (Skolverket 2011a)7 

- ESSH

                                                 
7 Here and all translations of Skolverket (2011 and 2017) are mine, unless otherwise stated. Here and all bold 
letters for emphasis in cited text are also mine, unless otherwise stated.  

   Denna förmåga innefattar dels 

reception, som innebär att förstå 

texter, dels produktion och 

interaktion, som innebär att 

formulera sig och samspela med 

andra i skrift samt att anpassa sitt 

språk till olika situationer, syften och 

mottagare   

   These skills cover both reception, 

which means understanding texts, 

and production and interaction, which 

means expressing oneself and 

interacting with others in writing, as 

well as adapting their language to 

different situations, purposes and 

recipients. (Skolverket 2011b) 

– ESSD 
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Secondly, the first paragraph of the syllabi is 59 words longer in the ESSD compared to the 

same paragraph in ESSH, due to the addition of the following text which motivates why only 

the reading and writing skill is present in the syllabus. The additional text also defines the 

languages of the student and specifies which languages the students “måste / must” use in 

their learning of the English language. The excerpt below does not mention any other 

languages the students may have. There might be a slight acknowledgement of students with 

other mother tongues in the phrasing “i regel” in the sentence “engelska i regel är det tredje 

språket / English is generally8 the third language”: 

   I ämnet engelska för döva påverkas elevens språkutveckling både av att dövas inlärning av 

engelska sker helt visuellt och av att engelska i regel är det tredje språket. Eleven möter engelska 

endast via läsning, och inlärningen bygger på det språkliga inflöde som läsningen ger. Vid 

språkinlärningen måste eleven använda sitt första språk, svenskt teckenspråk, och sitt andra 

språk, svenska.  

   In the subject English for the Deaf, the students’ language development is affected both by the 

fact that Deaf people’s acquisition of English is completely visual, and by the fact that English is 

generally the third language for these learners. The Students only encounter the English language 

through reading, and their learning is based on the language input that reading provides. When 

learning English, the students must use their first language, Swedish Sign Language, and their 

second language, Swedish. (Skolverket 2011b) 

Thirdly, the third paragraph under the heading “Aim of the subject” is introduced differently 

in the two syllabi. In the ESSD the paragraph begins with: 

   I undervisningen ska svenskt teckenspråk och skriven svenska användas som stöd för 

inlärningen. Engelska används i textstudier, skriftlig interaktion och egen skriftlig produktion. Ett 

aktivt kontrastivt arbetssätt, där skillnader och likheter mellan elevens olika språk lyfts fram, ska 

utgöra stöd för inlärningen. 

   In the teaching of English, Swedish Sign Language and written Swedish shall be used as support 

for learning. English is to be used in textual studies, written interaction, and the students’ own 

written production. An active contrastive method of teaching, where differences and similarities 

between the students’ different languages are highlighted, shall be used to support learning. 

(Skolverket 2011b) 

The citation above dictates a contrastive method of teaching. In the excerpt, the prescriptive 

word “ska / shall” is used in relation to the method and language to be used in the education. 

The areas where English is to be used are also outlined and specified.  

                                                 
8 In my translation I have used the word “in general”, however, the literal translation would be “as a rule”. 
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In the ESSH, instead, the third paragraph begins with the following sentence:“Undervisningen 

ska i allt väsentligt bedrivas på engelska / The English education should in all things essential 

be conducted in English” (Skolverket, 2011a). The phrasing “I allt väsentligt / In all things 

essential” is not as prescriptive as the “ska / shall” found in the ESSD. Rather, it leaves room 

for a certain flexibility.  

Lastly, there are also discrepancies in the wording further down in the third and last 

paragraph. Here the ESSH encourages co-production of communication, whilst the ESSD 

leaves out the formulation “tillsammans med andra / together with others”. In addition, the 

ESSD is, again, more prescriptive than the ESSH as it defines the forms of written interaction 

to be used whilst, the ESSH leaves more room for interpretation: 

   Eleverna ska ges möjlighet att 

interagera i tal och skrift samt 

producera talat språk och olika 

texter, på egen hand och 

tillsammans med andra, och med 

stöd av olika hjälpmedel och medier   

   Students should be given the 

opportunity to interact in speech and 

writing, and to produce spoken 

language and texts of different kinds, 

both on their own and together with 

others, using different aids and media 

(Skolverket 2011a).  

– ESSH 

   Eleverna ska ges möjlighet att 

producera texter med stöd av olika 

hjälpmedel och att interagera i skrift 

i form av direktkommunikation via 

olika medier  

   Students should be given the 

opportunity to produce texts with the 

help of different aids and to interact 

in writing using direct 

communication via different media 

(Skolverket 2011b) 

 – ESSD

In addition to the Syllabus, Skolverket has produced a complementary commentary material 

for the ESSH. There is no separate commentary material specially dedicated to the ESSD. 

This complementary material makes explicit Skolverket’s motivation for recommending that 

the education in English should “I allt väsentligt / in all things essential” be conducted in 

English in the ESSH. There are several reasons for this: 

   Students will hear more English when education is provided in the target language. It will 

increase language input. It will stimulate the students to use English themselves in the classroom, 

and it provides an opportunity to develop different communication strategies in a natural 

manner. Students may have a different mother tongue than Swedish. A contrastive perspective 
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based on the Swedish language is rarely useful for students of a different mother tongue than 

Swedish. In the English Subject Syllabus there are no demands on translation or interpretation 

between English and Swedish or the mother tongue of the student. 

   The phrasing in all things essential does not prohibit the occasional use of Swedish or any 

other mother tongue of the students to occur in the education. This presupposes a professional 

judgement of what is the most beneficial means to help the student achieve the goals, and of 

occasional situations where the inclusion of another language than English can contribute to 

strengthen the students understanding and improve their knowledge development. (Skolverket, 

2017)
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The differences analysed in the excerpts above all affect how the intentions of the curriculum 

are converted into actual education. Wahlström (2016) uses the term curriculum making for 

this. Curriculum making is closely connected to the didactic How? -question. Wahlström 

paraphrases Klafki (2000) when providing an example of the How? -question: “How can I as 

a teacher choose teaching methods that contribute to making the meeting between the content 

and my students as fruitful and rewarding as possible?” 9 (Wahlström, 2016, p. 138).  

The first, and perhaps the most obvious, difference is that the English language has been 

reduced to its written form by the removal of the speaking and listening skills. Deaf students 

can of course not be expected to listen to speech or produce spoken English in the same 

manner as hearing students. However, there is no mention of an alternative adapted to the deaf 

students’ capabilities, such as the possibility to replace the spoken forms of English with 

English in one of its signed forms (American Sign Language, for example). In Swedish, the 

deaf students’ language is not reduced to merely Swedish in its written form, but rather 

enriched with Swedish in its signed form as well. Why should it be any different in English? 

The inclusion of an English-based Sign Language is a problematic area where the deaf are 

caught between a rock and a hard place, partly because there are different English-based Sign 

Languages (British, American, Irish, Australian etc.) which all differ greatly from each other 

and carries a lot of cultural values in those variations (Lucas, 2001). Selecting one could 

therefore prove difficult. And, partly because deaf people have fought for their right to a Sign 

Language, for Sign Language to be recognised as a language in its own right, with its own 

grammar and culture, separate from the oral and written language (Svartholm, 2010). The 

same arguments are used against them when it comes to the inclusion of a Sign Language as 

an addition to the written language. Including this sort of plurilingual approach to English 

teaching would raise questions about what it might mean in practice. Should an English-based 

Sign Language be held as a separate course? Will it be an aid in the learning of the written 

language? Or, will the Sign Language just create a negative transfer, and cause grammar 

confusion? Regardless, any inclusion of an English-based Sign Language is not an option in 

the current curriculum as the ESSD is restrictive in the areas where English can be used: 

“Engelska används i textstudier, skriftlig interaktion och egen skriftlig produktion / English 

is to be used in textual studies, written interaction, and the students’ own written production”.  

                                                 
9 My translation. All future translations of Wahlström will be mine unless otherwise stated. 
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“Eleven möter engelska endast via läsning / The Students only encounter the English 

language through reading”, is another formulation that restricts practice and the possible areas 

of English introduced to the students. It is problematic because it does not acknowledge lip-

reading as a communication strategy for deaf students. Seeing people speaking English, or 

using English lip-movements when signing in an English-based Sign Language, could 

increase the language input and provide “an opportunity to develop different 

communication strategies in a natural manner” (2017), as the commentary material to the 

ESSH recommends.  

The analysis shows that the ESSD is more prescriptive over all when availing of words such 

as “Måste / must” or “ska / shall”. In this regard the ESSH proves more flexible. The 

commentary material, for example, explains that “[t]he phrasing in all things essential does 

not prohibit the occasional use of Swedish or any other mother tongue” (Skolverket 2017). 

This also shows that the ESSH has considered students that have other mother tongues than 

Swedish. The ESSD has not, even though there is the same diversity of ethnical backgrounds 

in the deaf student population as there is in the hearing student population. Albeit, it can be 

argued that the active contrastive method prescribed in the ESSD is in accordance with the 

ideas of translanguaging. Hult (2016) suggests that “[p]rinciples of translanguaging would 

offer educators methods and tools to help students learn to integrate English along with the 

creative use of their other linguistic resources” (Hult, 2016). However, I will argue that the 

active contrastive method in this context is disabling in its prescriptive form, rather than 

enabling, especially when considering the restrictions of English, accounted for above, that 

can be used in the education. The prescriptive use of an active contrastive method in the 

ESSD is also in stark contrast to the commentary material of the ESSH which claims that “[a] 

contrastive perspective based on the Swedish language is rarely useful for students of a 

different mother tongue than Swedish”. This discrepancy can prove problematic when 

considering that the Swedish School Act, since 2010, dictates that “Utbildningen ska vila på 

vetenskaplig grund / The education should be science-based” (SFS 2010:800).          

Wahlsröm (2016) explains that Skolverket’s interpretation of the legal paragraph also includes 

teaching and teaching methods as well as content. The commentary material to the ESSH 

“presupposes a professional judgement” of the teacher to choose the methods and means they 

find beneficial for their students. As I have shown above, the ESSD does not express any such 

confidence in the teachers’ judgement. Thus, the ESSD compared to the ESSH leaves very 

little room for interpretation and provides no alternative methods for the teacher to choose 
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from when deliberating the How? -question and the curriculum making. Therefore, the ESSD 

limits the possible discourse, the teacher’s didactic choices, and the areas within the English 

language made available for the teacher and students.  

4.2 Similarities in the syllabi 

This section of the analysis will consider the identical parts of the analysis with a particular 

focus on the complimentary commentary material of the ESSH. The reason for this is that the 

commentary material provides further insights and motivation to what is expressed in the 

Syllabi. The commentary material is to a large extent built on recommendations and wordings 

from the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR)10 (Skolverket 

2017). In following order, I will analyse what the Syllabi and the commentary material 

express in relation to the affective skills and functional contexts of English, the cultural 

functions of English, English as a Lingua Franca, and plurilingualism and language 

awareness. 

In the syllabi it is written that the English education should aim to the development of 

students’: 

   språk- och omvärldskunskaper så att de kan, vill och vågar använda engelska i olika situationer och 

för skilda syften. Eleverna ska ges möjlighet att, genom språkanvändning i funktionella och 

meningsfulla sammanhang, utveckla en allsidig kommunikativ förmåga  

   awareness and knowledge of language and the surrounding world, so that they have the ability, the 

willingness, and the courage to use English in different situations and for different purposes. The students 

should be given the opportunity to, through using the language in functional and meaningful contexts, 

develop an all-round communicative ability (Skolverket, 2011). 

The first sentence of the above quotation calls attention to the idea that the students’ affective 

skills, such as motivation, attitudes and confidence should be strengthened through the 

education provided as they are considered to be of “stor betydelse för utvecklingen av de 

förmågor som ska betygsättas / of great importance for the development of the skills that will 

be graded” (Skolverket, 2017). The second sentence’s formulation of “funktionella och 

meningsfulla sammanhang / Functional and meaningful contexts” regards the language used 

in Education. The language used should “be considered as feasible and the occurrence of such 

language use outside of the classroom and educational environment should be probable, i.e. 

                                                 
10 The Swedish translation used in the commentary material is: Gemensam europeisk referensram för språk: 
lärande, undervisning och bedömning, (GERS). 
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the situation is perceived as authentic, realistic and relevant” (Skolverket, 2017) according 

to the commentary material .    

Concerning cultural functions of the English language, the commentary material (Skolverket, 

2017) explains that the term “kulturella företeelser / cultural phenomena” should not only be 

understood in a narrow sense to only include different cultural genres such as theatre, art, 

literature. It should be considered in a wider sense to also include “how people act, interact, 

and converse in everyday life; groups and individuals’ attitudes, values, and expectations; as 

well as what people of different groups take for granted and perceive as acceptable or normal 

behaviour” (Skolverket, 2017). Furthermore, countries are not mentioned in the syllabi which 

instead uses the formulation “olika sammanhang och delar av världen där engelska används / 

different contexts and parts of the world where English is used” (Skolverket, 2017). This is 

motivated by the English language’s increased presence in different domains. As a result, 

language areas no longer correlate to national borders according to Skolverket. In their 

formulation of the syllabi Skolverket aim to provide the students a chance to reflect on 

different language areas without rating them (Skolverket, 2017).   

The importance of English as a Lingua Franca, an “internationellt kommunikationsspråk / 

international language of communication” between people, including those with other mother 

tongues, is clearly expressed in the commentary material. Skolverket also emphasises that 

language is socially situated: “det är tillsammans med andra människor språket används och 

lärs / it is in interaction with other people that the language is used and learnt” (Skolverket, 

2017). In addition to the above, the commentary material highlights the importance of 

“intercultural and sociocultural knowledge and awareness for the ability to communicate with 

individuals and groups […] as well as the students’ insight in – and understanding of- their 

own and others’ situation, traditions, and views” (Skolverket, 2017). In this context, 

“intercultural refers to a general meeting between cultures while sociocultural refers to the 

interaction and co-operation between people within a social context” (Skolverket, 2017).  

“Flerspråkighet / Plurilingualism” and “språklig medvetenhet / Language awareness” are two 

terms mentioned in the following context in the syllabi: 

   Undervisningen ska stimulera elevernas nyfikenhet på språk och kultur samt ge dem möjlighet 

att utveckla flerspråkighet där kunskaper i olika språk samverkar och stödjer varandra. 

Undervisningen ska dessutom bidra till att eleverna utvecklar språklig medvetenhet och 

kunskaper om hur man lär sig språk i och utanför undervisningen 
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   Teaching should encourage students' curiosity in language and culture, and give them the 

opportunity to develop plurilingualism where skills in different languages interact and support 

each other. Teaching should also help students develop language awareness and knowledge of how 

a language is learned through and outside teaching contexts” 11 (Skolverket, 2011). 

Regarding plurilingualism, the commentary material explains that knowledge in an additional 

language enriches the individual and contributes to a more rounded and openminded 

personality with a greater capacity for language learning. Skolverket writes that learning a 

language enhances the individuals’ competencies in their other languages as well and helps to 

develop their intercultural skills and awareness . In close relation to plurilingualism is the 

term language awareness. The term is defined as the ability to reflect on what constitutes a 

language, for what purposes languages are used, and the different means of obtaining and 

developing a language (Skolverket, 2017). In sum, plurilingualism is considered character-

building, beneficial for language skills, and it is encouraged. So is the student’s ability to 

reflect on the different aspects and means of learning a language.    

The analysed excerpts of the syllabi and commentary material can be discussed in the light of 

the hidden curriculum (Null, 2016) concept and how that relates to the to the didactic Who? – 

and Why? – questions (Who is the learner? But also, whose knowledge is considered 

important, and why?). The learner in focus here is the deaf learner. 

With the deaf learner in focus, and the discrepancies found between the two syllabi, there are 

several areas where the syllabus and the commentary material contradict themselves. Firstly, 

the commentary material motivates why plurilingualism is beneficial and the syllabi states 

that “kunskaper i olika språk samverkar och stödjer varandra / skills in different languages 

interact and support each other” (Skolverket, 2011). Skills in an English-based Sign Language 

might support the deaf learners’ skills in reading and writing English. However, no inclusion 

of an English-based Sign Language is encouraged nor is it even possible with the existing 

formulations of the ESSD, as discussed earlier. Secondly, Skolverket stresses the importance 

of language awareness, the knowledge of “hur man lär sig språk i och utanför undervisningen 

/ how a language is learned through and outside the teaching contexts” (Skolverket, 2011), but 

the ESSD only prescribes the contrastive method. Any possible alternatives to the contrastive 

method are not provided, as discussed earlier.  Thirdly, there is also the idea that language 

learning is socially situated. Here the sociocultural context is arguably an important factor, as 

it is likely that the deaf students will want to interact with other deaf people. In an 

                                                 
11 Translation provided by Skolverket 
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intercultural context this is problematic, as the English language is only presented to the deaf 

students in its written form and therefore its function as a Lingua Franca is reduced. In my 

opinion this is problematic for two reasons: 1) the language is not put in a “funktionell[t] och 

meningsfull[t] sammanhang / functional and meaningful context” (Skolverket, 2011), which 

can affect the students’ affective abilities, such as motivation and attitude and, as Skolverket 

argues, those abilities are “av stor betydelse för utvecklingen av de förmågor som ska 

betygsättas / of great importance for the development of the skills that will be graded” 

(Skolverket, 2017).  2) If their education does not provide them with a fully viable Lingua 

Franca, deaf peoples’ “intercultural and sociocultural knowledge and awareness” (Skolverket, 

2017) might be limited as well as “the students’ insight in – and understanding of- their own 

and others’ situation, traditions, and views” (Skolverket, 2017). As a minority group, the lack 

of a fully viable Lingua Franca would put them at risk of becoming even more isolated in an 

international context. According to Wahlström (2016), the feeling of community and 

connection, and the need to fight for rights and influence, is for many associated with several 

concurrent geographical locations. Lastly, Skolverket promotes a broader view of the contexts 

and language areas where English is used, with the aim that this will encourage the students to 

reflect on these areas “without rating them” (Skolverket, 2017). However, it appears that 

English in its spoken and written form is ‘rated’ much higher in the syllabi than English in its 

signed forms, to the extent that the signed forms of English are not at all mentioned, neither in 

the ESSD nor in the commentary material provided for the English subject. 

I will argue that hearing as a norm permeates the analysed material when taking in to 

consideration what has been excluded. This creates a hidden curriculum. The deaf learner is 

not present in the commentary material of the English Subject. Only the spoken and written 

forms of the English language are present and therefore it is the knowledge of the hearing 

world that is recognised. This may affect the deaf learners’ motivation and attitudes to the 

subject and they might ask themselves why they should consider learning English in the 

written form when technology of today provides such easy translating solutions. Sundberg 

(2012) explains that there is an increased interest within the research field of curriculum 

theory concerning whether “the discourse patterns we are exposed to and use as natural could 

prove to have profound consequences for how we think and therefore how we act within the 

educational realm”12 (p. 82). This will be further analysed and discussed below in the 

interviews with the teachers. For the part discussed in this section, I fear that the discourse 

                                                 
12 My translation 
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patterns analysed above have created a hidden curriculum that generates a practice which 

cannot live up to the values on which it is founded, at least not in regard to the education of 

deaf students. Consequently, deaf students might be put at a particular disadvantage.     

4.3 Interviews 

In my analysis of the interviews, four main topic areas were identified. The first area concerns 

the lack of support available for the teachers in how to teach deaf students English. The 

teachers both express that there is a lack in research, a lack in collegial support due to the 

small number of teachers who teach English to deaf students in upper secondary school and 

lack in support from their previous teacher education. Therefore, they must rely on the 

support the syllabus provides them. The excerpt from the interviews below concerns the 

active contrastive method of teaching prescribed in the ESSD and how that has been 

motivated to the teacher. The first teacher (T1) explained: 

   There isn’t much research. I’m always on the hunt for any such research of course, 

but there isn’t much to read […] So we try to read other kinds of research, like 

Swedish as a second language […] but, it’s still different and we have to figure it out 

ourselves, but we haven’t yet.13 14 
  

When asked if any motivation for the prescribed method had been provided, T1 answered: 

“No, it was just “here, here’s your class, go on teach them!” (Laughs) Oh no! I asked the 

other teachers of course but I don’t know, it’s difficult […] they didn’t give me the 

answers that I wanted, ‘cause I don’t think they knew either.” The second teacher (T2) 

concurred regarding the lack of research: “I’ve tried to look for research. I mean English as a 

subject in deaf school is kind of not that well researched. […] There is not a lot of material 

to actually read about how deaf students learn English.” T2 also noted that the lack of 

research caused T2 to rely heavily on his/her teacher education. When asked how the 

education had prepared T2 for teaching this group of students, T2 answered: 
 

   My teaching education was mainly […] focused on […] English being a communicative 

language, so that’s […] The core of my whole education! And when I came here I didn’t really 

                                                 
13 In this and all following citations of the interviews I have normalised the text, removing all estimations, 
repetitions, and false starts, without altering the meaning. 
14 Here and all bold letters in cited interview-transcriptions emphasises parts of particular interest for the 
discussion. 
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know how to plan my lessons, just to give you an example, or what I should focus on, so I had to 

rely on the syllabus, I had to rely on the core-content, what are they expecting? 

The second area concerns the differences in educating deaf students compared to hearing 

ones. Both teachers expressed that they do not believe that there are many differences in 

content, but rather in the input available to the deaf students, something they believed could 

affect the students’ motivation. They also expressed that their teaching focuses more on 

grammatical features compared to the education of hearing students which, they argue, has a 

communicative focus:  

T2: Like I said, the only difference between the hearing and the deaf students is the 

communicative part. Otherwise they get the same opportunity to actually, well to develop 

their knowledge about English speaking countries and English as a whole. […] So in my 

opinion it is the same. 

T1: Cause if they don’t have that motivation it will not help them really. Cause they need to read 

so much! What the hearing students learn…or what they gain from just hearing…they have to 

compensate that by reading! And that’s a lot! […] And they don’t want to read more than 

the hearing students.  

T2: Just to take a small example: when I went to school […] we didn’t really focus a lot on like 

the structure of the language, because the teacher based her whole teaching on English being 

a communicative subject. […] Here the communication is kind of cut. So, you need to focus a 

lot on ‘why does English as a language look like this?’ Like grammar, structure, etc, etc. I 

think that is how they usually learn English via either internet of course, or like reading a lot […] 

So, yeah there is a difference! Cause you get a lot of things for free when you hear…

The issue of students being on different language levels in the written language compared to 

the signed language, and the problems facing deaf students of a foreign background are also 

brought up in this area: 

T1: Often they don’t know the Swedish word either [refers to the students] perhaps they 

understand the sign, the Swedish sign, but they don’t have the Swedish word […]  I’ve had 

students, they’re not from Sweden. They have learned Swedish Sign Language. But they 

struggle with Swedish. […] If we have vocabulary lists translated into Swedish, they learn, but 

still they don’t know the Swedish word nor the English of course. […] They have Sign 

Language. Swedish is not their first language. That is something that I’ve learnt that I have to 

be careful with, also vocabulary lists. I have to make sure they understand the Swedish 

translation, cause they don’t always do that. 

The third area concerns grading the deaf students on the same criteria as hearing students, a 

topic both teachers found delicate. Both teachers explain that the deaf students’ decreased 
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opportunity for language input affects what they call “språkkänsla / a feel for the language”, 

and this is reflected in their production of texts and in the national exams: 

T1: The National Exams are difficult, for example the one-word gaps are proving really, really 

difficult for our deaf students for some reason. And I guess that the reason is that hearing 

students are just so used to hearing a lot of expressions and they have a feeling for when a 

word is missing. […] In order to have that same feeling they have to read just as much as 

hearing students get from just listening, from music, from films. […] they don’t even think 

about that they’re learning but they are. I think that’s unfair. When I have discussed this with 

the National Agency they say that Deaf people have been part of deciding that there should be the 

same expectations, they don’t want to be treated differently.  

In the excerpt below T2 responds to a question about his/her thoughts regarding the syllabus’ 

formulation; “Eleverna ska ges möjlighet att, genom språkanvändning i funktionella och 

meningsfulla sammanhang, utveckla en allsidig kommunikativ förmåga / The students should 

be given the opportunity to, through using the language in functional and meaningful 

contexts, develop an all-round communicative ability” (Skolverket, 2011b) and whether or not 

T2 felt that that was a realistic goal when the English language is reduced to two out of four 

skills: 

T2: No, I don’t to be honest (laughs). I mean if you look at the core content in the syllabus, or 

should I say the knowledge requirements for English 5 for deaf students and English 5 for hearing 

students, the only difference you can see is that they have taken away the oral part, the 

speaking part and the hearing part. Otherwise it looks exactly the same, but realistically it isn’t. 

I understand why it looks that way, because you don’t want to discriminate, or you don’t want 

to suggest any difference in knowledge […] but when it comes to developing a 

communicative skill it is not really realistic, ‘cause communication is about, yeah, 

communication. And when that part is taken away it becomes really hard developing an 

“allsidig”… 

When asked about the students reactions on this, T2 said that “they are used to this way of 

learning English”. T2 hesitated before answering the follow-up question regarding if there is 

anything, in his/her opinion, that could be changed for the better in the curriculum:  

I would say Yes, but I don’t know how what would come of it… As I said, this is kind of 

sensitive topic. If I say yes, then that means that I may think that the deaf students don’t 

have the same ability to reach the same level in English as hearing students. And if I say no, I 

would not be realistic because it doesn’t really… I mean if you look at a hearing text, if you want 

to call it that, and a deaf text, there is a lot of difference. And judging them based on the same 

knowledge requirements could in my opinion be unfair. But as I said it is a sensitive topic. 
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The fourth topic area discussed by the interviewees regards the possibility to introduce an 

English-based Sign Language to the education. When asked if they believed there could be 

any benefits to including an English-based Sign Language to the education both teachers 

expressed an openness to the idea but concerns regarding lack of competence, the risk of 

negative transfer, and lack of research:  

 

T2: Probably. Probably. They have tried it in, I think, in Japan they are teaching only in ASL and 

English successfully, but we don’t have the knowledge here. 

 

T1: It depends, ‘cause I don’t have enough knowledge about the Sign Language but I know that 

the Swedish Sign Language and Swedish is so different so it is not enough to only know the 

Sign Language, you need the written language as well. But if you can learn that by using ASL 

[…] and to lip-read, and if that follows the written structure of the language and the grammar, 

then yes, but if it is like in Swedish where the Sign Language has such a difference in grammar, 

then no. […] I still don’t know if they would learn the words or if they would learn the signs 

for the one-word gaps? You see? If there is a sign ASL, they would learn the sign but not the 

English word for the gap. In the end, we would have a new problem… or the same problem 

(Laughs). But, it is interesting, I would love to see some research on it! 

The interviewees both pointed out that Sign Language is not English, but a language with a 

different grammar. The teachers both had students that were convinced that their knowledge 

in English-based Sign Languages helped in their English education:   

T2: Uhm yeah that’s where the research comes in, because I have heard from some students 

that like ASL, has helped them like, get better in English, some of them that know ASL, so if 

that is true, and if there is research that supports this I would like to try to include ASL or 

BSL in English, the English subject. However, that wouldn’t really be the same as English. 

When presented with a hypothetical world where the students had learned ASL from the 

onset, where the interpreters were also fluent in ASL, and the teacher could speak English 

during class, T2 consented to the possible benefits:  

T2: Yes of course! Then it would be in English, Although, not in the English we know, if you 

understand what I mean? Definitely I could see some benefits, but I cannot say what what kind 

of benefits those would be. But there could be some, I mean, as much English as possible is 

good during class. And if they get actually subjugated to English through the interpreter that 

could have some benefits for the students of course.  

The concerns of the teachers reflect the problematic aspects emerged from the analysis of the 

syllabi. They also reflect how the hearing norm permeates the education and causes trouble 



3 
 

for the teachers in their teaching as they do not have a solid scientific platform to stand and 

rely on. Domfors (2000) problematises this. He writes that in the mid 1990’s Skolverket 

changed their view on the role that science should play in education. A shift from the belief 

that “reforms of the curriculum would guide research which in turn could provide blanket 

solutions” 15(Johansson & Madsén as cited in Domfors, 2000, p.195) to the idea that there are 

no absolute methods or solutions. Science should provide tools for the teachers to choose 

from and avail of in their practice, and in their reflections on their teaching. According to 

Domfors, the old model was criticised “because teaching [is] such a complex operation, the 

generalising knowledge provided by science rarely provides any unambiguous clues on how 

to transfer the knowledge to concrete praxis”16 (Johansson & Madsén as cited in Domfors, 

2000, p.195). Domfors hits the mark when he points out that the lack of research about 

teaching deaf and hearing-impared students at upper-secondary level does not provide 

teachers with many tools to choose from. This forces the teachers to use tools from 

pedagogical research developed for other areas (Domfors, 2000).   

The concerns expressed by the interviewees show the necessity of a Syllabus that is well 

adapted to the deaf students’ needs since it is the only basis on which the teachers can rely. It 

can therefore be argued that the ESSD, compared to the ESSH, has a greater influence on the 

actual praxis. As has been discussed earlier, the question of how discourse patterns can affect 

how we think and act becomes relevant as both teachers interviewed expressed that an 

English-based Sign Language is not the same as English. And indeed, there is no mention at 

all of the possibility of a signed English in the Syllabus, nor the commentary material. The 

comment from T2 “then it would be in English, although, not in the English we know” is a 

great example of how the wording of the syllabi and the thinking regarding English education 

for the deaf in Sweden could be limited by the hearing norm. The deaf students themselves 

seemed to believe that an English-based Sign Language would be beneficial for their 

education, which will be analysed further in the section regarding questionnaires below. 

Another interesting insight that the interviews provide is the paradox of grading the deaf 

students on a fair basis. On one hand, the teachers do not feel that their students have the same 

opportunity for input, which in turn makes it harder for them to acquire the language on the 

same conditions as hearing students; therefore, it would be “unfair” to grade them on the same 

basis. On the other hand, not grading them on the same basis as hearing students could have 

                                                 
15 My translation 
16 My translation 
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the unwanted consequence of belittling deaf students’ language and learning abilities, which 

could also be interpreted as belittling their intelligence. Therefore, it would be unfair to not 

grade them on the same basis. Svartholm (2010) hints at this when she writes that a special 

section in the curriculum for  ‘Specialskola / School for pupils with hearing impairment 

2001/2009’ “reflect a view of deaf children as competent learners and with the same capacity 

for learning language as any hearing child, provided that specific requirements are fulfilled, 

namely, that the child experiences natural and accessible language use in meaningful contexts 

as well as language teaching adapted to its specific linguistic needs” (p.162).  However, in 

relation to the last didactic question, the What? -question which relates to content, the 

teachers did not feel that there was any difference in the deaf students’ education compared to 

that of the hearing students. T2 expresses that the deaf students get access to the same content: 

“Otherwise they get the same opportunity to actually, well to develop their knowledge about 

English speaking countries and English as a whole”.  

4.4 Questionnaires 

The results of the questionnaires are presented below: each table shows the numbers of 

students choosing that option.  

1. I feel that my education in English provides me with a language I can use outside of 

school. 

Strongly Agree Agree Somewhat agree Disagree Strongly Disagree 

5 1 1 1 0 

 

2. I feel that the education in English is well adapted to my needs as a deaf student. 

Strongly Agree Agree Somewhat agree Disagree Strongly Disagree 

2 3 2 1 0 

 

3. I feel comfortable communicating in an English speaking environment. 

Strongly Agree Agree Somewhat agree Disagree Strongly Disagree 

2 3 1 0 2 
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4. I feel that it would be beneficial for me to learn an English-based Sign Language as a 

complement to my English education. 

Strongly Agree Agree Somewhat agree Disagree Strongly Disagree 

6 0 1 1 0 

 

The first question shows that a majority of the students strongly agree with the claim that their 

English education provides them with a language they can use outside of school. Many of the 

students expressed that they are happy with their teachers and the translators. Albeit two 

students commented that they believe “dövkompetens / knowledge and competence regarding 

deafness” is required to adapt the education for their needs, the second question shows that a 

majority agree with the claim that the education is adapted to their needs. The phrasing of the 

third question caused some ambiguity. The participating students all asked me whether 

“English speaking environment” referred to people speaking sign language or if it only 

referred to spoken English. I answered that they should imagine a context where they had to 

communicate with others who did not know Swedish nor Swedish Sign Language. Thus, a 

majority of students agree or strongly agree also to the third claim. However, when filling in 

the free-text field of the questionnaires, several students specified that they only feel 

comfortable in an English-speaking environment where Sign Language is used, but not in an 

environment where spoken English is dominant. The answer to the forth question is almost an 

unanimous ‘strongly agree’. In addition, all but two commented positively on question 

number four, explicitly writing that they would like to get American Sign Language (ASL) as 

a complement to their education. The student who disagreed to the fourth question had also 

commented, but misinterpreted “English-based” to mean British Sign Language and 

motivated his or her answer with the following comment: “English Sign Language is not big 

enough for deaf people outside England to actually learn it, instead it is better to learn 

American Sign Language”17. 

The results above show a consensus amongst the students that ASL would be beneficial for 

their education. Apart from that, the students are over all satisfied with their English 

education although some areas of improvement were suggested. That could be an indication 

                                                 
17 My translation  
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of a syllabus and an education well adapted to the deaf students’ needs, or it could be as T2 

said, “they are used to this way of learning English”. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

One aim of this essay was to get an understanding of how the English subject syllabus for the 

deaf has been adapted to cater for the deaf students’ needs by comparing it to the English 

subject syllabus for hearing students. Contrasting the differences and highlighting the 

similarities between the syllabi also aimed to expose the norms and values reflected, both in 

the changes made, but also in what had been retained. An exposure which is prerequisite in 

order to understand the impact any adaptations made to the English subject syllabus may have 

on the deaf students’ English education, which was the other aim of this essay. 

 

Analysing the differences between the syllabi showed that the differences found between the 

syllabi can be narrowed down to four. Firstly, the language teaching/learning has been 

reduced to two out of four skills in the ESSD. In the English subject deaf students can only 

encounter English language in its written form. In contrast, deaf students only encounter 

written Swedish in the Swedish subject too, however, adaptations have been made to the deaf 

students needs by providing Swedish Sign Language as a separate subject. Albeit, this essay 

cannot answer the question of whether or not the inclusion of an English-based Sign 

Language would be beneficial for the deaf students’ English education, it can show that any 

such inclusion within the English subject, should it be beneficial, would be impossible with 

the current syllabus. Secondly, compared to the ESSH, the ESSD is more prescriptive in its 

wording in the areas where the ESSD has been changed to cater for the deaf learner. Thirdly, 

the prescriptive wording of the ESSD in relation to the active contrastive method becomes 

problematic in contrast to the English-only method suggested in the ESSH. The motivation 

for the English-only approach is that an active contrastive method is seldom useful for those 

who do not have Swedish as their first language. Most deaf people do not have Swedish as 

their first language, especially not the ones from a different ethnical background. The last 

point of difference is that the ESSH in its use of “all things essential” leaves room for the 

teacher to incorporate methods such as translanguaging to avail of their students 

plurilingualism as an empowering quality. The English-only method, although it could be 

criticised, is at least motivated with an inclusion of plurilingualism and a diversity of 

ethnicities in mind. The ESSD however shows no such consideration, neither in its 

prescription of method, nor in its claim that “[v]id språkinlärningen måste eleven använda sitt 

första språk, svenskt teckenspråk, och sitt andra språk, Svenska / when learning English, the 
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students must use their first language, Swedish Sign Language, and their second language, 

Swedish” (Skolverket, 2011b). The differences indicate that the ESSD carries hearing 

normative values and the few adaptions made for the deaf students seems to be based on two 

beliefs: 1) that students only encounter the English language in its written form, which rules 

out any form of Signed English or lipreading as a strategy; and 2) the stagnant notion of a 

balanced bilingualism, where the deaf student is presumed to be equally capable in both 

Swedish Sign Language and Swedish. Which was one of the points brought up by the 

interviewees: “often they don’t know the Swedish word either [refers to the students] perhaps 

they understand the sign, the Swedish sign, but they don’t have the Swedish word…” (T1). 

 

The differences will have an impact on how the education can be carried out as it prescribes 

the teaching method and limits the teachers’ didactic options. It may also impact the students’ 

language awareness, their conception of how languages are learnt, as it only provides one 

method. I concur with Hult (2017) who suggest that translanguaging “would offer educators 

methods and tools to help students learn to integrate English along with the creative use of 

their other linguistic resources” (p.218). Further research regarding translanguaging in a deaf 

educational context would be highly relevant. 

 

The analysis of the similarities between the syllabi also showed areas of concern. The 

similarities might have appeared unproblematic at first, for example, the didactic What? – 

question (Lundgren, Säljö, & Liberg, 2012) was not pointed out by the teachers as an area of 

concern. The interviews showed that the teachers experienced that the deaf students’ English 

education exposes them to the same content as hearing students in terms of literature, news 

articles, movies etc. It is only when the ‘Who? -question’ is related to the ‘Why?’ and the 

‘How?’ that the similarities between the syllabi become problematic. In other words, it is only 

when analysing the similarities from a deaf students’ perspective, with the findings from the 

differences of the syllabi in mind, that it becomes clear how hearing as a norm permeates the 

syllabi in a way that limits what can be thought, said and done about the English education for 

the deaf. The ESSD, based on an English consisting of four skills, becomes contradictive 

when it uses the same motivation for an English where two of the skills have been removed 

without being replaced with equivalent skills adapted for the deaf. It is therefore highly 

questionable whether their education provides the deaf students with a comparable 

communicative language, the importance of which has been motivated in this essay, 

especially when it comes to the English language intended function as a Lingua Franca. 
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Without a fully functioning Lingua Franca, deaf people, already a minority group, are at risk 

of becoming an even more isolated and vulnerable group if their participation in the global 

society is limited. This is in accordance with Allard’s (2013) research and suggests that her 

findings are relevant to the Upper Secondary level of deaf education as well. The areas where 

the English language for deaf students becomes functional, meaningful and socially situated 

are decreased, which could also cause motivational issues. The teachers interviewed 

expressed great concern regarding the deaf students’ motivation. This is important to consider 

for any teacher involved with this group of students, and also an area that invites to future 

research.  

In addition, I have encountered an unexpected finding, dilemma, and paradox. The 

unexpected finding concerns how the lack of research and “beprövad erfarenhet / proven 

experience18” caused the education provided to deaf students to rely heavily on the ESSD. As 

a consequence, the discourse of the ESSD is more powerful than the discourse of the ESSH. 

Therefore, the ESSD has a greater impact on the educational praxis than the ESSH. This 

finding makes it questionable whether the English education for deaf students in Swedish 

Upper Secondary School complies with the Swedish School Act’s statement that 

“Utbildningen ska vila på vetenskaplig grund och beprövad erfarenhet / Education should 

build on a scientific diciplinary foundation and proven experience”19 (SFS 2010:800 5§. 1 

kap). The indications provided in this direction is a clear signal of the need for additional 

research in this area. Another unexpected finding was the dilemma of adapting the education 

to the deaf students’ needs. Grading the deaf students on the same conditions as hearing 

students, without adaptations, could prove discriminatory considering the fact that they do not 

have the same opportunity of input as hearing students. However, introducing mitigated 

criteria for grading could be interpreted as a diminishing of the deaf students’ language 

abilities, the merit value of their education or their intelligence. Any such belittling would be 

highly unfair considering that deaf students have to think in (at least) three languages 

simultaneously in their English studies, while it might be sufficient with just thinking in one 

language for a hearing student who is proficient in English. This essay also points out the 

paradox of how deaf peoples’ struggle for a right to a Sign Language forced them to argue 

that the Swedish national sign language is a language in its own right, which granted the deaf 

of Sweden the right to Swedish Sign Language in their education. However, the same 

                                                 
18 Best practice is also synonymous. Translation found on following homepage: 
https://www.uhr.se/publikationer/svensk-engelsk-ordbok/beprovad-erfarenhet 
19 My translation. 

https://www.uhr.se/publikationer/svensk-engelsk-ordbok/beprovad-erfarenhet


10 
 

argument makes any inclusion of an English-based Sign Languge to the English subject 

problematic, because, with this reasoning Sign Language cannot be considered a signed form 

of English but rather an additional language and therefore an additional subject.  

 

It is relevant to ask if the ESSD, in its poor adaptation to the deaf students’ needs could lead 

to the deaf students being “disadvantaged by the application of a provision, a criterion or a 

procedure that appears neutral but that may put people of […] a certain disability […] at a 

particular disadvantage” (SFS 2008:567)? Therefore, I believe that it is important to further 

research in this area in order to understand whether or not the adaptations made to the ESSD 

“has a legitimate purpose and the means that are used are appropriate and necessary to 

achieve that purpose” (SFS 2008:567). Considering the findings of this study (although 

limited), I think that the adaptations made do not achieve the intended purpose. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1 

Informed Consent Form 

Researcher: Ida Renner 

Institution: Örebro University, Teacher Education Programme 

Research Project: “English for all and English for one – An analysis of the English subject 
syllabus for deaf upper-secondary school students” 

 

Purpose: This informed consent form is for students and teachers applicable for interviews or 
questionnaires in relation to the research project mentioned above during the 2019 spring 
term. It has two parts. 

 Part I. Project information (to share information about the study with you) 

 Part II. Statement of consent (for a signatureif you agree to participate) 

 

Your Rights: In accordance with the GDPR act, material collected will be stored safely and 
only for as long as necessary to complete the study; your anonymity is guaranteed. Your 
participation is entirely voulontary. You have the right to withdraw your consent at any time. 
If you have questions, I can be reached at renner.ida@gmail.com. 

 

PART I: Project Information 

I am conducting a study that aims at comparing the Swedish National Syllabus for English 
(for hearing students) with the Swedish National Syllabus for English for Deaf. The aim of 
this research is to better understand 1) why the contrastive use of Swedish lives on in the 
syllabus for deaf students while there is an emphasis on English medium instruction in the 
“regular” syllabus; and 2) whether normative values are expressed in the two syllabi and 
whether those values might affect the deaf students’ opportunities to use English as a lingua 
franca. 

To this end, I would like to collect 

• Voice recordings and transcripts of the interviews with the teachers involved  
and  

• Questionnaires filled out by the students. 

All data collected will be encoded to protect your identity. Names and other identifying marks 
will be removed. 

 

 

mailto:renner.ida@gmail.com
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PART II: Statement of Consent 

I have been asked to participate to a study conducted by Ida Renner, student at Örebro 
University, that includes voice recordings, transcripts of the interviews, and questionnaires. I 
have been provided with the name of the researcher who can be contacted in the event that I 
have any questions. 

I consent voluntarily to this data collection. I understand that I can withdraw my consent at 
any time. 

Name (Print):________________________________________________________________ 

Signature:____________________________________ Date (year/month/day):____________ 
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Appendix 2 

Interview guide 

Background: 

How long have you taught deaf students? 

Do you teach both hearing and deaf students? 

In your experience, is there a difference in the way they learn language? If yes, what differs? 

The method: 

At current the contrastive method is prescribed when teaching English to deaf students, how 
has this been motivated to you? Have you had any special training or taken part of any 
research on the benefits of this method over others? 

The curriculum prescribes a contrastive teaching method, what do you think about that? How 
do you feel it’s working? 

English as a Lingua Franca: 

In the curriculum it says that: “Eleverna ska ges möjlighet att, genom språkanvändning i 
funktionella och meningsfulla sammanhang, utveckla en allsidig kommunikativ förmåga”. 
What are your thoughts on this? Considering that the language teaching is reduced to two out 
of four skills, do you feel that this is a realistic goal? What reactions have you gotten from 
your students on this? 

In your opinion, do you think that the deaf students get the same opportunity as hearing 
students to develop English as a living language to use in different domains?  (As a lingua 
franca) 

(If anything is lacking above: Is there anything that you believe could be added or changed in 
the curriculum to further improve the students communicative ability? ) 

Using sign-language: 

Have you worked with any English-based sign-language in your teaching previously? 

If yes – What did you think about that? Are there any benefits? 

If no – would you like to? Do you think it could make a difference? 
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Appendix 3 
 

Questionnaire 

How do you agree with following statement? Please mark one of the answers below. 

1. I feel that my education in English provides me with a language I can use outside of 
school. 

Strongly agree
  

Agree Somewhat agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

 
 

2. I feel that the education in English is well adapted to my needs as a deaf student 

Strongly agree
  

Agree Somewhat agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

 
 

3. I feel comfortable communicating in an English speaking environment. 

Strongly agree
  

Agree Somewhat agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

 

 

4. I feel that it would be beneficial for me to learn an English-based sign-language as a 
complement to my English education. 

Strongly agree
  

Agree Somewhat agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

 

Please write a few sentences explaining your answers: 
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