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Abstract

Around 90–95% of deaf and hard-of-hearing (DHH) children are born to hearing parents, most of whom have no prior knowledge of a sign
language. This creates a risk of language deprivation, with long-term effects on language, cognitive, and social-emotional development.
Research shows that sign language input supports children’s development without hindering spoken language acquisition. Yet many
hearing parents of DHH children are discouraged from learning sign language by unfounded claims from professionals or by restrictive
support systems. In the Netherlands, parental sign language courses are covered by health insurance, which reduces financial barriers
but also reinforces a medical framing of deafness and sign language and limits parental choice by assigning families to a single provider.
Higher-level sign language courses are scarce, and most materials focus on vocabulary rather than sentence formation, leaving parents
at a basic level while their children progress rapidly. This brief highlights what is known about hearing parents’ experiences learning
sign language and calls for systemic changes: unbiased professional guidance, inclusion of DHH role models, greater parental choice in
courses, and a socio-cultural view on sign language.

The issue
Around 90%–95% of deaf and hard-of-hearing (DHH) children are
born to hearing parents who typically have no prior knowledge
of sign language. This places many DHH children at risk of lan-
guage deprivation, with potential lifelong consequences for their
language, cognitive, and socio-emotional development. Research
demonstrates that when parents use sign language, their child
benefits across multiple domains. Yet, despite often having strong
motivation, only a small proportion of hearing parents success-
fully learn sign language.

What we know
Learning sign language is crucial for hearing parents to support
their DHH child’s development. Sign input has no negative effects
on spoken language development. In fact, learning an additional
language has many advantages, also for other family members,
such as hearing siblings.

Parents often go through an emotionally challenging period
after finding out their child’s hearing loss. They frequently expe-
rience uncertainty, not knowing how their child’s future might
be impacted by their hearing loss. Meeting other parents of DHH
children, as well as meeting DHH adults who can function as role
models, can help decrease parental fears. This is particularly the
case when DHH role models match parents’ aspirations for their
child in terms of ethnicity, profession, or other personal factors.

After hearing loss identification, parents are faced with
decisions about language and communication options—such as
whether to provide speech, sign, or a combination of both. Parents
frequently turn to professionals for guidance, but often receive
conflicting or discouraging advice. Many parents are discouraged
from learning sign language altogether, often due to unfounded
claims that sign input will hinder their child’s spoken language
development or that learning sign language is too difficult for
hearing parents. Many parents are also made to feel—by hearing
professionals—that they must commit to a single language
approach rather than combining multiple. However, this does
not reflect the reality of communication among DHH children
and adults, which often involves extensive language mixing and
shifting.

In the Netherlands, parental sign language courses are covered
by health insurance. This removes direct financial barriers
but reinforces a medical perspective on hearing loss and sign
language, rather than a socio-cultural view. Insurance coverage
also limits flexibility: based on geographic region, parents are
assigned to a specific organization for family-centered early
intervention (which includes sign language courses), rather
than being able to choose a sign language course or teacher
that best suits their needs and circumstances. In addition,
higher-level courses are very scarce, leaving parents unable
to continue learning beyond a basic level, while their child’s
cognitive development and sign language skills quickly surpass
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their own. Furthermore, sign language courses and materials
in the Netherlands, as well as globally, often focus heavily on
vocabulary rather than on sentence formation and conversational
skills. Consequently, parents learn to communicate with their
child using isolated signs rather than full sentences.

Lastly, many parents report that their child’s reluctance to
sign is a major challenge in learning sign language. DHH children
may refuse to sign, preferring spoken language instead—a pattern
similar to that observed in other bilingual children, who often
favor the majority language over the minority language. Children
often simply do not want to stand out or feel different.

What we do not know
DHH children are highly diverse. About 40% have additional
disabilities (Office of Research Support and International Affairs,
2014), and in the Netherlands, about 30% have a migration
background (Heppe et al., 2022). We know little about the
experiences of these families. Additionally, research largely
focuses on Western countries, especially the United States. More
research is needed across countries and with families from
diverse backgrounds.

What we can change
Sign language should be presented to families alongside spoken
language as an equally important option for supporting DHH
children’s language, cognitive, and social–emotional devel-
opment. Professionals must offer an unbiased overview of
all communication possibilities. They should emphasize that
families can adapt their approach over time and across situations,
and reassure them that sign language benefits the whole family,
including siblings. Parents should be made aware of the lifelong
risks of language deprivation and understand that they do not
need perfect fluency; consistent sign input is what matters.

Organizations should involve DHH role and language models
from the start of early intervention and create early opportunities
for parents to meet other parents of DHH children.

Most importantly, we need to move beyond the medical per-
spective when considering sign language. As an official language
of the Netherlands, Dutch Sign Language should be actively pro-
moted by the government, which means recognizing it from a
socio-cultural perspective. While insurance coverage is impor-
tant, the current system also creates dependency on a single
assigned provider. Organizations should collaborate, share mate-
rials when they receive government funding, and open up options
so parents can choose the course they want, regardless of their
geographic region or the assigned organization’s language ide-
ologies. Also, courses and materials should go beyond isolated
vocabulary, enabling parents to form sentences in pace with their
child’s development.

Lastly, children’s refusal to sign can be a significant challenge,
but attitudes toward signing often change when children are in
environments where signing is the norm. In the Netherlands,
there are several places and events for DHH children and their
families, such as those organized by the Federation of Parents of
Deaf Children (FODOK) and Oorigineel, as well as events like the
Leesvertelwedstrijd (for slightly older children), Werelddovendag, and
the family and contact days organized by parents’ assigned orga-
nization. Both parents and professionals share the responsibility
of ensuring that a child has opportunities to interact with other
DHH children and adults.
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