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THE IRISH SIGN LANGUAGE ACT 2017 

The Irish Language Act was enacted on Christmas Eve 2017. Following the signing of the 
Commencement Order by the Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, 
this Act came into effect on 23rd December 2020. 

The purpose of the Irish Sign Language Act is to ‘provide for the recognition of Irish Sign 
Language, its use in legal proceedings and the provision of interpretation into Irish Sign 
Language by public bodies and to provide for related matters’. 

PURPOSE OF THIS DOCUMENT 

The State recognises the right of Irish Sign Language users to use Irish Sign Language as 
their native language and the corresponding duty on all public bodies to provide Irish Sign 
Language users with free interpretation when availing of or seeking to access statutory 
entitlements and services. 

The community of persons using Irish Sign Language shall have the right to use, develop and 
preserve Irish Sign Language. 

Longford and Westmeath Education and Training Board (LWETB) is committed to ensuring 
all learners have access to quality education provision, and to conduct its affairs in an 
inclusive, respectful, honest, transparent and fair manner at all times.  

The purpose of this guideline document is to provide staff and learners in Longford and 
Westmeath Education and Training Board with guidance on the Irish Sign Language Act 2017 
and any additional supports that may be made available to them.   

LEARNERS WHO ARE DEAF OR HARD OF HEARING 

The term ‘hearing impairment’ describes a loss of hearing which may range from mild loss 
(hard of hearing) to complete deafness. Hearing loss is measured in decibels hearing level 
(dBHL). A person who can hear sounds across a range of frequencies at 0 to 20dB is 
considered to have normal hearing. The thresholds for the different types of hearing loss are 
as follows: 

Mild 25 – 39 dBHL 

Moderate 40 – 69 dBHL 

Severe 70 – 94 dBHL 

Profoundly Deaf people, who cannot hear sounds quieter than 95dB, often communicate 
using sign language and lip reading. Some Deaf people use cochlear implants or hearing 
aids, which allows for some oral communication. Some Deaf individuals identify themselves 
as members of an Irish linguistic and cultural minority and not as individuals with a disability. 

Irish Sign Language (ISL) is the principal form of communication for Deaf people in Ireland 
and is usually regarded as a Deaf person’s first language. Sign language arose from within 



 

 

Deaf communities and was developed by Deaf people themselves. It is NOT an artificial tool 
devised by hearing people, or an incomplete form of English on the hands – it is a full and 
complete language. 

IRISH SIGN LANGUAGE AND EDUCATIONAL SUPPORTS FOR DEAF 
CHILDREN 

 
The Minister for Education established a scheme for the provision of Irish Sign Language 
classes to: 

 parents, siblings and grandparents of a child who is deaf, and  
 Other persons who serve in locoparentis or as a guardian to a child who is deaf.  

The Irish Sign Language (ISL) scheme is made available to provide funding for a weekly tuition 
service whereby a tutor visits the home of a deaf/hard of hearing pre-school child or school-
going pupil to provide training in ISL for the child, their sibling(s), parent(s)/guardian(s) and 
grandparents. 

 The grant is payable from the date the application is approved with a maximum of 104 
hours tuition available in a full year. 

 The grant is paid to the parent/guardian where the tutor is not on the Department’s 
payroll.  

 The scheme is available to deaf / hard of hearing children from diagnosis to leaving 
post primary school, so there is a broad range of ages and abilities. 

 Details on how to apply can be found on the Department’s website through the 
following link:- https://www.education.ie/en/Parents/Services/irish-sign-language-isl-
/irish-sign-language-isl-tuition-scheme.html  

A decision is also pending regarding the conclusion of the review of the Special Needs 
Assistant Scheme which the National Council for Special Education is undertaking and the 
implementation of any recommendations arising from the review to:  

 establish a scheme to provide Irish Sign Language support for children attending 
recognised schools (within the meaning of the Education Act 1998) whose primary 
language is Irish Sign Language, 

 ensure that higher education providers, as part of programmes of teacher education 
and training, ensure that there are a sufficient number of educational placements 
offering Irish Sign Language training for teachers of children who are deaf or hard of 
hearing and who are attending recognised schools 

 shall, where practicable and having regard to the need to ensure the provision of 
education and support services to children who are deaf or hard of hearing and who 
are attending recognised schools, determine, from time to time, minimum qualifications 
of teachers of those children. 

 

https://www.education.ie/en/Parents/Services/irish-sign-language-isl-/irish-sign-language-isl-tuition-scheme.html
https://www.education.ie/en/Parents/Services/irish-sign-language-isl-/irish-sign-language-isl-tuition-scheme.html


 

 

DUTY OF LONGFORD AND WESTMEATH EDUCATION AND TRAINING BOARD 
(LWETB) UNDER THIS ACT. 

• LWETB  shall do all that is reasonable to ensure that interpretation into Irish Sign 
Language is provided for a person who is competent in that language and cannot hear 
or understand English or Irish when that person is seeking to avail of LWETB 
educational services .  

• The provision of interpretation shall be at no cost to the person concerned. 
• Where a person intends to avail of Irish Sign Language services provided by LWETB, 

the person shall give LWETB such prior notification of his or her intention within such 
period as specified in the regulations. 

• Provision of or availing of a remote, web-based service shall, if the Irish Sign Language 
user consents, be sufficient to meet the obligations of LWETB. 

• A designated person with responsibility for supporting staff and learners with hearing 
challenges will be put in place in each educational site.  

AWARENESS OF IMPACT FOR TEACHING AND LEARNING: 

Learners who are deaf or are hard of hearing may experience difficulties with learning and 
communicating through English or Irish. This may include: 

• Learners are likely to miss out on information presented aurally during classes. 

• Learners who use ISL usually consider English as their second language. As such, 
students may have difficulty with learning and communicating through English such 
as spelling and grammar, reading for meaning, writing fluently and expressively, 

• Learners may have difficulties completing assignments or in exam/assessment 
situations due to difficulties with reading comprehension or written expression. 

• Learners may misinterpret information, particularly where there is possible ambiguity 
in terminology. 

• Learners may have difficulties in group situations; following the discussion and 
making contributions. 

• For learners who are Deaf or hard of hearing and who choose to speak, feedback 
mechanisms are limited; therefore, vocal control, volume and articulation may be 
affected. Students may have difficulty communicating orally. 

• Learner may have feelings of isolation or embarrassment and may not inform others 
that they are finding it hard to hear what is going on.  

• Leaner may have greater risk of accidents because they may not hear warnings. 

 

 



 

 

IRISH SIGN LANGUAGE INTERPRETER. (ISL INTERPRETER) 

In the event that an interpreter is required to support teaching and learning, the following 
guidelines apply. 

• Ensure learners receives a copy of any handouts or materials in advance of the 
lesson.  The learner may wish to disseminate these materials to his/ her interpreters 
as some preparation is usually required to ensure the interpretation is clear. 

• Interpreting is a highly concentrated and tiring task. An interpreter will need to take 
breaks during class - particularly if classes are long or intensive. A 10 minute break 
after every 50 minutes of continuous interpreting is recommended. 

• In some instances two interpreters may be required but this would be in exceptional 
cases. 

• The student may have different interpreters and will need to be updated regularly 
regarding this. 

• Ensure learning spaces are well lit so that the student can see the interpreter clearly. 

• When communicating speak and look directly at the Deaf person. 

• The interpreter will convey your message in the first person and will communicate the 
meaning and content of what you are saying. 

• Speak to one person at a time in group situations. The interpreter can only interpret for 
one person at a time. 

• During class the interpreter will sit at the top of the class and the student should be 
seated in the front row. 

• Avoid walking between the interpreter and the student – this is an interruption. 

• Allow for the additional time that it takes the interpreter to translate a message from its 
original language into another language. 

• Be mindful not to engage the interpreter in conversation while they are interpreting. 

• Avoid words such as “this” or “that” when referring to something being demonstrated. 
Since the student’s eyes are focused on the interpreter by the time they look at what 
you are referring to, they will have missed it. Instead, identify objects by name. 

• Be aware that sign language is not a word-for-word rendition of English. Often sign 
language does not have signs for specialised or technical words and the interpreter 
will need to fingerspell these words. It can be helpful to define these terms and list any 
new vocabulary on the board or on handouts. 

• Similar to a student asking a question during class, the interpreter may seek 
clarification on a particular point in order to explain it more clearly to the student. 



 

 

• Be aware that interpreters cannot actively participate in communication during a 
session. 

• Normal procurement guidelines will apply in the procuring of ISL personnel.  

WIDER LWETB COMMUNITY 

Communicating with a member of LWETB community who is deaf or Hard of Hearing: 

• Ask the person what is the best way for you to communicate with them. 

• Be mindful of distractions and background noise and try to minimise these where 
possible. 

• If you are finding it difficult to understand what a person is saying, ask them to repeat 
it or write it down. 

• It is important to gain the persons attention (without startling him/her) before speaking, 
for example, by waving your hand discretely, tapping a microphone, and making eye 
contact. 

• Speak at the same pace and volume as you would normally, speaking in a louder voice 
or excessively slowly may interfere with hearing aids or loop systems. 

• If you are using video aids, ensure that they are subtitled. 

• Repeat questions or remarks from other students in the room. Ensure important 
information, for example a change of room location, is communicated in a written 
format. 

Guidelines if a person is lip reading: 

Lip-reading is a demanding activity requiring great concentration. Three quarters of it is 
guesswork, therefore clear speech and contextual clues are vital. 

• Face the person as much as possible as you speak. In classroom or office setting, 
the person will often identify the best place to sit. 

• Speak clearly and a reasonable natural pace, and do not cover your mouth or face 
away. 

• Take regular pauses. 

• Do not stand in front of a light source as this creates a shadow over your face which 
makes it more difficult to lip read. 

• Use of facial expression and gestures all produce extra contextual information to 
reduce guesswork. 

• Try to review or give a summary of information covered. 



 

 

• New vocabulary or acronyms are impossible to lip read, writing them down and giving 
an explanation helps. 

• You cannot read and lip read at the same time, thus it is important to allow the person 
extra time to read passages/notes if you are explaining things. 

• Be cognisant that people may be wearing a mask as a result of the COVID 
pandemic. This will cause difficulty for those who are lip reading.  
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