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1. Introduction 

 

The exclusion of deaf children and young people from equitable access to school 

systems in the Global South results in individuals and communities being denied 

quality education; this not only leads to unemployment, underemployment, low 

income, and a high risk of poverty, but also represents a needless waste of human 

talent and potential. To address this issue, researchers have undertaken work with 

deaf learners on the acquisition of literacy and multiliteracies, in collaboration 

between the International Institute for Sign Languages and Deaf Studies (iSLanDS) at 

the University of Central Lancashire and partners in the UK, in India, Uganda and 

Ghana.1  

 

In this report we provide a summary of publications that have resulted from this 

work, which was undertaken through two interrelated projects. The first project was 

a one-year pilot (2015-2016) called ‘Literacy development with deaf communities 

using sign language, peer tuition, and learner-generated online content: sustainable 

educational innovation’ (hereafter ‘Peer to Peer Deaf Literacy, P2PDL’). The second 

project was a more extensive three-year study (2017-2020) entitled ‘Peer to Peer 

Deaf Multiliteracies: research into a sustainable approach to education of deaf 

children and young adults in the Global South’ (hereafter ‘Peer to Peer Deaf 

Multiliteracies, P2PDM’). Section 2 of this report presents the outputs from Peer to 

Peer Deaf Literacy, and Section 3 covers those from Peer to Peer Deaf 

Multiliteracies. 

 

The pilot addressed issues of literacy education with young deaf people in the Global 

South. Creating, implementing and evaluating our innovative intervention based on 

the peer teaching of English literacy through sign language-based tutoring, everyday 

real life texts such as job application forms, and the use of a bespoke online 

resource, enabled us to generate a deaf-led, cost-effective and learner-centric way 

to foster literacy learning amongst deaf individuals. Groups of deaf learners with 

their peer tutors created an online platform called SLEND (Sign Language to English 

 
1 See the acknowledgements at the end of this report for a list of partner institutions. 
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by the Deaf). Rather than thinking of this work as an intervention, our aim was to 

consider the learning environment holistically and to construct new coherent 

ecosystems of learning which could foster engagement, confidence and motivation. 

We conducted fieldwork with five groups of learners in India and hosted exploratory 

workshops in Ghana and Uganda. 

 

To reach further target groups and conduct more in-depth research, the second 

project, Deaf Multiliteracies, extended the work to new groups of learners in India, 

Uganda, and Ghana, both in primary schools (groups of children at four deaf schools 

across India, Ghana, and Uganda) and with young adult learners (four groups of 

learners across the three countries). Some groups of learners were embedded in 

existing educational contexts including schools and adult education centres, whereas 

in other cases we implemented a learning environment from scratch without 

constraints from existing settings, timetables, and curricula. As in the pilot projects, 

learning in all groups was led by deaf peer tutors. We also conducted further scoping 

workshops in Nepal and Burundi, thus extending our work to further countries (see 

Figure 1). 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Extension of work from P2PDL (left) to P2PDM (right), with teaching 

interventions in blue and scoping workshops in red 

 

  

The Deaf Multiliteracies project examined how some of the dynamics that contribute 

to learners’ marginalisation can be changed by involving deaf individuals in the 

design of new teaching approaches, and by using children and young people's lived 

experiences and existing multilingual-multimodal skills as the starting point for 

theme-based learning. The aim was for participants to develop not only English 

literacy, but "multiliteracies", i.e. skills in sign languages, ICT, written English, 

creative expression through drawing and acting, and other forms of multimodal 

communication.  
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2. Publications from the one-year pilot: Peer to Peer Deaf Literacy (P2PDL) 

 

The data in P2PDL, the pilot project, were generated through English literacy classes 

with deaf learners taught by deaf tutors in India, and through a series of exploratory 

scoping workshops in Ghana and Uganda. The project aimed to determine how to 

implement a sustainable learner-centred English literacy programme for young deaf 

adults; how to measure its effectiveness; and how to conceptualise the interrelated 

elements of the approach including peer tuition, learner-generated content with 

real-life relevance, and the virtual learning environment. Ten deaf staff members, 

including five research assistants and five peer tutors, were trained in ethnographic 

approaches to real literacies. The Indian learners found samples of real-life English 

(e.g. application forms, posters) and uploaded them to the SLEND platform with 

videos in Indian Sign Language (ISL). In all, they produced 46 English literacy sessions. 

The data also included observation and report forms submitted by the deaf staff in 

India, and summaries of focus groups at workshops held in all three countries.  

 

To determine the efficacy of the approach, the team administered language tests (43 

pre- and post-tests and 17 delayed post-tests) based on a modified version of the 

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR, Council of Europe, 

2001) at levels A1 and A2 to the Indian learners via the SLEND. The learners, peer 

teachers and research assistants also completed self-assessed skills questionnaires. 

The team also carried out interviews with the learners in India, which were 

translated from their local sign languages into English by the research assistants.  

 

The summary report about the pilot (Zeshan, Fan, Gillen, Panda, Papen, Tusting, 

Waller & Webster 2016) concisely explains its aims, methodology, findings and 

outcomes, including the learners’ positive responses to the real-life English 

approach, the utility of ISL for improving English literacy, and the high value that the 

learners placed on the support from the peer tutors. The diversity of activities, 

multimodal learning resources, and connections with other students were also 

valued by deaf learners. The standardised testing adapted from the CEFR showed 

statistically significant progress in the English literacy competence of learners in 

India, both in reading comprehension and in writing, and this progress was shown to 

be maintained after the end of the project. The report also notes that learners had 

some difficulties with accessing the online learning platform and sometimes 

experienced the different regional varieties of ISL on the platform as challenging.  

 

Several publications relate to the approach and the design features of the Peer to 

Peer Deaf Literacy project. Writing at an early stage of the pilot, Gillen, Panda, Papen 
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and Zeshan (2016) introduce the innovations of the project and its goals of 

implementing a participatory approach to learning. They present a review of the 

activities in the pilot in India starting with the initial training and moving on to the 

fieldwork and development of e-learning, to highlight the challenges that were 

arising as well as the opportunities to devise creative solutions.  

 

The article by Papen and Tusting (2019) clarifies the strengths and challenges of the 

P2PDL approach, drawing on qualitative data from multiple sources including tutor 

reports, classroom observations, focus groups, and learning materials. The project’s 

approach “started from the assumption that for deaf students to improve their 

ability to use English literacy, the lessons had to build on their existing literacy 

practices and their prior knowledge and life experiences. […] These insights were 

then to inform the choice of learning materials and the content of lessons.” (p.1142) 

The findings confirm the validity of this ethnographic grounding as reflected in 

evidence of learning. At the same time, some challenges are highlighted in this 

paper; for instance, the embedding of authentic texts with grammar lessons was not 

always successful, and leisure-time reading material was underrepresented 

compared to explicitly useful texts. 

 

Work in Ghana and Uganda was less developed in the pilot project, with no teaching 

interventions taking place, so there are fewer publications discussing the African 

countries. The paper by Ahereza, Nyarko, Fan, Gillen & Zeshan (2016) focuses on 

how the project is designed to enhance the capacities, employability and wellbeing 

of young deaf people. The authors explain the project’s deaf-led approach to 

developing literacy through peer teaching and the bespoke online platform SLEND. 

They explain the piloting of this learning approach in five centres in India, as well as 

the first stages of research in Uganda and Ghana through focus groups held during 

scoping workshops. The authors argue that participants’ literacy development is 

contingent on access to technology and on capacity building that is firmly rooted in 

an understanding of the place of English literacy in their lives, in line with the “real-

literacies” approach (Street 2012).  

 

Gillen, Ahereza, and Nyarko (2020) take a broader look at the linguistic setting of 

deaf sign language users in Ghana and Uganda with respect to literacy. The authors 

investigate the participants’ attitudes to language and literacy, by drawing on 

linguistic ethnography and literacy studies. In addition to focus groups, the “clock 

face activity” (see Satchwell 2005) proved to be a successful data elicitation 

technique. Participants produced labeled clock face posters where they recorded 

their everyday literacy practices (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Example of a clock face poster (from Gillen, Ahereza, and Nyarko (2020), 

p.189) 

 

The authors look into the life experiences and language attitudes of deaf people in 

Uganda and Ghana, two highly multi-ethic and multi-lingual countries. Their chapter 

provides an overview of the language ecologies and education policies in both 

countries insofar as they affect deaf people’s language and literacy practices. English 

literacy practices involve multiple modalities and are particularly varied in online 

domains.  

 

Further publications based on data from P2PDL focus on the Indian learner groups 

only. Fan (2018) investigates the implementation and outcomes of the project in 

India in greater depth, in particular the deaf participants’ use of the virtual learning 

environment SLEND. The analysis characterises three main components of an e-

learning ecosystem: ‘stakeholders, pedagogy 2.0 and Web 2.0 technology’. The 

author discusses how this e-learning ecosystem in a low-resource context is 

conceptualised and constructed to foster interaction and participation. Fan takes the 

perspective of a developmental evaluation and highlights three aspects for a critical 

appraisal of SLEND, namely the design concept, the learner experience and the 

learning outcomes. Overall, the learners’ positive experiences and literacy gains 

were nurtured by the SLEND and the use of real-life English, ISL, peer-to-peer 

interaction and the Web 2.0 as a social tool. The areas that Fan pinpoints for further 

development include access to technology, use of multimedia materials, and an 

emergent syllabus mapped to the CEFR. 
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The experience of deaf learners in India during P2PDL is also the subject of Panda 

(forthcoming), based on a different set of data. Panda evaluates learners’ 

engagement in the pilot by analysing the patterns of how they used and accessed 

the online learning platform. He studies the log data on users’ uploading of materials 

and viewing of posts that was automatically collected from the SLEND, and 

separately analyses the patterns of two groups, the 57 learners and the eight deaf 

project staff (five peer tutors and three research assistants), in order to draw 

conclusions about the accessibility of the programme and the level of engagement 

with the virtual learning environment. The findings indicate a clear correspondence 

between learners’ online access patterns and the phases through which the project 

progressed (Figure 3).  

 Figure 3. SLEND usage patterns of learners in P2PDL (from Panda, forthcoming) 

 

 

On the other hand, Waller (forthcoming) concentrates on the assessment 

component of the pilot, in which a key aim was to generate a form of measurement 

of the learning in order to provide evidence to authorities and funders. He describes 

how the CEFR was used to benchmark the assessments, including a pre-test, post-

test and delayed post-test. The results showed that the deaf learners benefited from 

sustained gains in their English language learning, which were still measurable in the 

delayed post-test three weeks after the end of the course. Waller also discusses 

issues around creating tests that were culturally embedded and meaningful for 

learners and draws conclusions for further work conducted subsequently in the 

P2PDM project. 
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3. Publications from the extended three-year project: Peer to Peer Deaf 

Multiliteracies (P2PDM) 

 

The Peer to Peer Deaf Multiliteracies project expanded on the deaf literacy approach 

and aimed to identify generalisable, flexible models that could be taken up by 

providers in a range of different educational systems. Unlike P2PDL, this longer 

project included classes of children as well as adults. The large amount of data that it 

generated includes test results from both the children and adult learners; portfolios 

showing samples of the learners’ work; photos and videos of classroom activities; 

learning materials generated by the deaf teaching staff and posted on the SLEND; 

and text-based records of the classes, namely reports and micro-case studies written 

by the research assistants and peer tutors.2  

 

Across India, Ghana and Uganda the settings for learner groups differed substantially 

with respect to the way in which the research activities functioned within existing 

institutions. This ranged from being largely free to implement the project’s approach 

on a full-time basis (in a rural deaf primary school in India) to more constrained 

environments where the project’s work was embedded within the host institution’s 

requirements on setting and timetabling. The project team found that the P2PDM 

approach sometimes clashed with existing educational systems. Furthermore, with 

groups of young adults, the approach did not always correspond with the students’ 

own expectations, as these may be shaped by their experiences of formal schooling 

and by a desire to be taught ‘the basics’, specifically grammar. This is because young 

people in some contexts are under great pressure to perform within formal 

education, though this is less of a problem for learners in NGO settings (e.g. the 

young adults learning at the Uganda National Association of the Deaf).  

 

The analysis of the substantial qualitative and quantitative data generated by this 

project is still on-going. A major output reporting many facets of this research is 

Zeshan & Webster (forthcoming), an edited volume with contributions from the 

project team. With the exception of contributions by Panda and by Waller, which 

have been included in Section 2 above, this edited book mainly focuses on P2PDM. 

Consistent with the strong capacity building approach of the project, it includes 

contributions by young academics from the research team; several of these team 

members have been supported to undertake and publish their own research for the 

first time. The book includes six deaf authors from India, Uganda and the UK. 

 
2 In micro-case studies local research teams report on learning journeys around selected 
themes that had been covered with groups. Data from portfolios, classroom reports, and 
multimedia documentation are brought together to characterise work with learners on each 
theme from multiple perspectives. 
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In the P2PDM project, multimodality and multiliteracies play a pivotal role, which is 

reflected in several outputs. Zeshan, Panda, Papen and Gillen (forthcoming) describe 

the strength-based, rather than deficit-focussed, approach of Peer to Peer Deaf 

Multiliteracies, which leads to a different concept of accessibility.3 The authors argue 

for “the power of multilingualism and multimodality to set up spaces where deaf 

people co-create their own constantly evolving learning.” Rather than acquiring 

literacy in a narrower sense, the aim is to “enable deaf people to access knowledge 

on their own terms, rather than education being imparted on them as an externally 

created package. Acquiring a wide range of semiotic resources is crucial along this 

path of accessing knowledge and skills.” The authors provide examples of theme-

based learning from one of the project sites, a primary school for deaf children in 

India. Multiliteracies, multilingualism and multimodality are presented as essential 

enabling components of this approach to accessible learning.  

 

Two further contributions focus on the interplay between various modalities in work 

with groups of primary school children in Uganda and in India. Manavalamamuni 

(forthcoming) uses a qualitative methodology based on coding data from research 

assistants’ and peer tutors’ reports, as well as micro-case studies. His analysis 

examines the impact of visual materials on the learners’ participation and explores 

effects on classroom interactions and social behaviour. The author describes the 

types of interactions and enhanced participation that occur when creating and using 

visual materials in games and exercises. He also addresses consequences for 

teaching and learning strategies, including the role of teachers in using visual 

materials, and the interplay of visual materials with the repetition of learned 

content. 

 

Ahereza (forthcoming) uses a similar data set and data coding methodology, but 

with a focus on multilingual-multimodal skills development in deaf children. His 

research highlights links between the use of sign language and the acquisition of 

other multiliteracies skills. As shown in Table 1, the skills that children engaged with 

are categorised according to the languages and modalities involved. 

 

 

 

 
3 The abstract of the paper presented at the British Association of Applied Linguistics 2019 
conference can be found at 
https://www.mmu.ac.uk/media/mmuacuk/content/documents/education/baal/Book-of-
Abstracts-baal.pdf [accessed 30/12/2020]. The complete article is forthcoming in the BAAL 
2019 conference proceedings. 

https://www.mmu.ac.uk/media/mmuacuk/content/documents/education/baal/Book-of-Abstracts-baal.pdf
https://www.mmu.ac.uk/media/mmuacuk/content/documents/education/baal/Book-of-Abstracts-baal.pdf
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Table 1. Categorisation of skills according to language and modality (from Ahereza, 

forthcoming) 

 

Skill   Language Modality 

Reading   English   Literacy   

Writing   English   Literacy   

Acting   None   Visual representation   

Signing   
Indian/Ugandan Sign 

Language   
Visual-gestural   

Fingerspelling   English   Visual-gestural   

Drawing or 3D artwork   None   Visual representation   

Numeracy (signed)   
Indian/Ugandan Sign 

Language   
Visual-gestural   

 

 

Ahereza identifies patterns according to the co-occurrence and sequencing of these 

skills in classroom sessions to explore how different skills build on each other. There 

is a particular focus on how sign language as the medium of instruction supports the 

emergence of other skills.  

 

In contrast with this qualitative research, Pal (forthcoming) relies largely on 

quantitative data to track the learning of primary school children at a deaf school in 

rural India over a two-year period. Using data from a series of competency tests to 

assess multiliteracies skills, Pal sheds light on three aspects of the learners’ progress: 

their involvement, their achievement, and their accuracy. A total of 22 children were 

involved in two groups, with the majority of children in the first group being 11 years 

of age at the end of the project, and the younger group mostly between 7-8 years of 

age. Competency testing consisted of game-like activities and mirrored similar 

activities that the children regularly undertook with their deaf tutors, such as 

labeling pictures with word cards while also signing and fingerspelling the words. 

Similar activities were matched and compared across the three tests.  

 

All children reached or approached maximum scores for involvement over time, 

which indicates the success of the tutors in motivating children to take part in 

activities. The younger group showed particularly large gains in achievement, that is, 

their ability to undertake an activity (see Figure 4), irrespective of whether the actual 

language used in the activity was more or less accurate. 
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Figure 4. Achievement scores in the younger group of children over time (from Pal, 

forthcoming) 

 

Apart from research based on what happened in the classrooms with learners, other 

research has addressed the P2PDM work from the point of view of the peer tutors. 

Nankinga (forthcoming), a deaf project member working in Uganda, examines the 

capacity development of deaf sign language users who want to work in schools by 

asking how their training as professionals in deaf education can be improved. This 

research draws on data from India, Ghana and Uganda, and the self-assessment of 

peer tutors as part of their tutor reports was particularly important for the analysis. 

Nankinga identifies several issues that deaf tutors encountered in their teaching 

roles, such as limited training in pedagogy and difficulties with teaching English 

grammar. Other challenges included managing diversity in the classroom and 

ensuring that teachers are properly embedded in an existing school setting. The 

author concludes with a substantial set of recommendations arising from the 

research. 

 

Another perspective on peer tutors is explored in Webster & McEwan (forthcoming), 

focusing on the decisions made by deaf peer tutors about their work. The authors 

investigate the micro-case studies and considers the tutors’ descriptions of what 

happened in each classroom session, including their observations of learners and 

reflections on their own decision-making processes. The analysis examines how the 

lesson topics were most commonly selected by the peer tutors, which tended to be 

through students expressing an interest in the topic, or the tutor perceiving a need 

to teach the topic. The authors also explore what the peer tutors observed about the 

learners’ engagement with the topics, e.g. that engagement was fostered by group 

discussion and the use of sign language, but stymied by overly-complex English and a 

lack of prior incidental learning. The tutors’ methods of embedding the topics to 
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teach multiliteracies are also considered, including their exploitation of text-based 

materials, objects, fingerspelling, role play, videos, drawings, signed stories, and 

discussions of vocabulary. 

 

Some of the research under P2PDM takes a broader perspective and links in with 

issues beyond the experiences and evidence from teaching and learning activities 

with groups of deaf learners. Akanlig-Pare, Mugeere, Singh and Zeshan 

(forthcoming) compare educational systems across the countries involved in the 

deaf multiliteracies work (India, Ghana and Uganda), looking at the effects of 

disadvantage and marginalisation on deaf students. This work presents an analysis of 

the systemic barriers to deaf people’s success in education and identifies leverage 

points for the integration of deaf multiliteracies provisions in educational systems. 

 

McEwan (2020) takes the perspective of international development and the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals, in particular with respect to how development 

projects with deaf communities can foster core human capabilities. These 

capabilities as envisaged, for instance, by authors Sen (1999) and Nussbaum (2001) 

include factors such as physical and emotional health, affiliation (i.e. having social 

connections), and exercising control over one’s environment. This approach points 

to the importance of deaf communities acting as a network to overcome geographic, 

linguistic and educational marginalisation. Conducive educational environments 

enhance self-confidence and leadership skills required to raise awareness of deaf 

people’s rights.  

 

Finally, the P2PDM project has generated new strategies of collaborating with 

diverse teams. This line of work is pursued in Zeshan (2020) entitled Serious games 

in co-creative facilitation: Experiences from cross-sectoral work with deaf 

communities. This book describes the motivation, design, and development of 

Serious Games used during the P2PDL and P2PDM project work in India and 

subsequently extended to other contexts. Serious Games are defined as activities 

with game features, such as elements of chance and rules for taking turns, where the 

aim of the game is something other than entertainment, in this case facilitating co-

creative group processes. Through case studies from project events and other 

occasions, the author explains the effects of Serious Games on achieving more 

effective group communication and on creating a non-threatening, egalitarian 

environment.  
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The rationale for work on Serious Games also applies to the approach of the Deaf 

Literacy/Multiliteracies projects overall: 

“It is important to note that this work on Serious Games has proceeded on 
a trajectory that is in some ways opposite to common expectation. In many 
cases, work with deaf communities is driven either by a deficit model, 
whereby deaf people are in need of some help or service, or by a model of 
unidirectional transfer from the mainstream to deaf communities. In the 
latter case, this often appears in the form of accessibility, involving efforts 
to extend to deaf communities what is already available in mainstream 
communities. By contrast, the development of Serious Games has relied on 
resources and strengths that are particularly associated with deaf 
communities, such as a strong familiarity with visual environments and 
multimodal communication. In contrast with usual expectation, the 
development of Serious Games originated in work with deaf communities, 
based on these resources and strengths, and the extension to other 
contexts has been a secondary development.” (Zeshan 2020:17) 

Consequently, a promising future perspective will be to further increase the reach of 

such work to non-deaf communities, particularly where the conditions of low-

resource environments and multilingual-multimodal complexity are similar to the 

P2PDL/P2PDM context.  
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