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Introduction 

 

Study Opportunities for the Deaf 

 

Currently, there is only one independent university for deaf students where 
courses are offered exclusively in sign language. Founded in 1864, Gallaudet 
University Washington, DC (USA) has approximately 2,000 university places 
and uses American Sign Language (ASL) as its main language. When one 
reckons that one out of every 1000 persons in the world is deaf, there is 
glaring deficit of higher learning institutions offered to the deaf in their own 
language. According to the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD), there are 
estimated to be 70 million deaf persons in the world, whilst in Germany 
alone, an estimated 100,000. 

 

Although sign language is the language of the deaf there are many sign 
languages found world wide. For example, at the Centre for Deaf Studies 
(CDS) at the University of Bristol (England), British Sign Language (BSL) is 
used. German Sign Language (Deutsche Gebärdensprache) referred to as 
DGS has been officially declared a language in and of itself in Germany since 
2002. This has guaranteed the participation of the deaf in German society, 
and granted the deaf access to public authorities through the use of qualified 
sign language interpreters. DGS is used in some German universities and 
colleges including the Institute of German Sign Language at the University of 
Hamburg; the Institute for Rehabilitation Science situated in Berlin's 
Humboldt University; the Institute for Language and Communication 
Science situated in RWTH Aachen and in the Universities of Applied Sciences 
in Magdeburg and Zwickau. 

 

Disadvantages for the Deaf 

 

The reality for the majority of the deaf wishing to participate in the subjects 
of their choice, however, is a picture of major disadvantage. The main bodies 
of these universities on the whole do not offer a vast range of subjects using 
German Sign Language. Deaf students therefore are greatly restrained in 
their choice of subjects due to the fact that their language (DGS) is not 
offered in every subject. It is important to realise that spoken languages are 
inaccessible to deaf students. Whilst there are some interpreting services 
available, there is in every university setting a vast shortage of translators 
and in most universities no available interpreters. Furthermore, deaf 
students are excluded from what would be deemed direct normal 
communication transpiring between lecturer and students because of the 
different languages being used. 
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A Fundamental New Approach 

 

What this deficit has produced is fertile ground for a new concept – a concept 
which turns handicap on its head, and opens up new ground for the 
discussion of inclusion. If the hearing and the deaf shared in a common 
language, namely sign language there would be no one pushed to the 
periphery and there would be real opportunities offered equally to both sides. 
The purpose of the foundation of this European Sign Language University, 
Bad Kreuznach is  

• to use sign language for academic exchange in science and 
education  previously unobtainable for most of the deaf  

• to extend sign language to a wider non-deaf audience.  

 

Uniqueness: A Three Pronged Programme 

 

Our strengths will lie in our diversities and how we celebrate them. The allure 
of our university lies in its willingness to be a  

 

• centre of learning for the deaf, as well as open to all individuals 
interested in learning sign language. Our hopes are to achieve 
inclusion in society where the hearing-impaired and hearing can 
communicate directly through using the language of the deaf. 
Inclusion then emerges between two groups of persons who previously 
had little contact with one another through the natural shared learning 
of our newest recognised language. 

 

• Through embracing the idea of being a “European University”, we will 
offer other world sign languages and especially European sign 
languages under our BA programme. 

 

• Lastly, what will add to uniqueness and allure of our programme will 
be the adding of the double qualification of competency in DGS. 
Therefore, our university will offer double degrees. A degree in 
chemistry would then be an automatic double degree in chemistry 
with DGS. 
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Objectives 

 

One of the central goals of this university will be to train teachers and 
lecturers competent in DGS to go out into the wider community to teach 
school subjects amongst the deaf community. This will guarantee direct 
communication between the deaf and their teachers. 

 

Furthermore, this university will be addressing a huge deficit in finally 
allowing deaf students to research at a university level through 
using sign language. 

 

Last but not least, a key element to having such a university will be to 
strengthen the social culture of the deaf community at large. 

 

Target Audience 

 

Whilst the strength of university sets out to honour the language of signing, 
we the founders would like it known that those most profiting from there 
being such a university without question are the deaf and hearing-impaired. 
Our university will seek to abide by the UN Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (2008). European countries shall ensure an 
inclusive education system for deaf people with inclusive, quality and free 
education on an equal basis with hearing people. It calls among other things 
the “full and effective participation and inclusion in society” and “the respect 
for difference and acceptance of persons with disabilities as part of human 
diversity and humanity”. In this context, the target audience of the 
European Sign Language University will be the deaf and other 
hearing-impaired as its students, teachers and staff members but 
no less important are any persons competent in sign language. 

 

Tuition/ Everyday Language 

 

The basic language of this university will be German Sign Language with 
written German and written English as pre-requisites for application. Module 
course will be on offer to help attain the necessary language skills. Spoken 
English and German will be used to communicate directly to the outside 
world both in academic as well as non-academic fields. For this purpose, it 
will be necessary to employ a team of sign language interpreters. 
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Location 

 

The location of this European Sign Language University will be situated in 
Bad Kreuznach, Germany, formally an American Military Base (General Rose 
Barracks). The advantages of this city are numerous for the deaf and hearing-
impaired. In Bad Kreuznach, there are publicised courses running in DGS, 
along with regular events for the deaf such as church services available to the 
deaf. Furthermore, there has been a deaf association which has been meeting 
in Bad Kreuznach for the past 40 years. Bad Kreuznach's largest employer is 
the Diakonie, an establishment known traditionally for its social work for and 
with the disabled over the past 40 years. 

 

On a political level, there is a move to have DGS taught in all schools 
beginning in kindergarten and continuing up into high school, with a future 
plan of offering DGS in the same way English or Spanish would be offered, as 
an alternative secondary language. 

 

Bad Kreuznach is a town replete with numerous cultural and sporting events. 
Geographically, it is located near the centre of Germany and of Europe. Main 
towns which are easily accessible to Bad Kreuznach include the university 
town of Mainz, situated some 40 km away, Wiesbaden, not to mention the 
thriving metropolis of Frankfurt/Main with its airport and Frankfurt/Hahn, 
central hub linking Germany with central Europe's main destinations. 
Furthermore, the two European cities Strasbourg and Luxembourg are only 
around two hours away by car. Lastly, Bad Kreuznach is ideally situated to 
host a university because the grounds and initial buildings already exist. 
Lastly, it is a great help to this project that there is magnanimous support 
across the political divide including the town council, the regional council, 
and the Lord Mayor of Bad Kreuznach. 

 

University Organisation 

 

The European Sign Language University, Bad Kreuznach will start as a small 
private university in conjunction with a secondary high school and begin with 
language courses in DGS, written German and written English. In accordance 
with our feasibility study, the initial offer of admission will begin with some 
300 placements which will later be expanded to some 2000.  

 

In the beginning, only the Bachelor degree will be on offer. Later 
as we expand, both Masters and PhD programmes will be added.  
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Depending on the initial demand, number of students and teaching staff, 
such Bachelor courses will be offered over time and are planned to include: 

 

• Bachelor of Arts (B.A.) (e.g. education, DGS linguistics, deaf 
studies, psychology, social work, sign language interpreting, sociology, 
theatre/film/photography, sports, art, literature, theology) 

 

• Bachelor of Science (B.Sc.) (e.g. physics, chemistry, biology, earth 
science, medicine, business administration, computer science, 
mathematics) 

 

• Bachelor of Engineering (B.Eng.) (e.g. electrical and mechanical 
engineering, architecture) 

 

• Bachelor of Law (LL.B.) (e.g., law, politics) 

 

As we are starting out as a small private university pioneering through 
exciting though unchartered territories, we are mindful that the beginnings 
may be challenging, especially as regards staffing. Nonetheless, our sites are 
set high, and we envisage future expansion both in terms of students, staffing 
and courses offered. From its nascence the idea is that there would be at least 
one professor in each department with two assistants. Part of our strategy 
may include co-operation with other university departments. The campus 
would be able to initially offer a limited space for approximately 200 live-in 
campus students. Supplementing housing needs, Bad Kreuznach is fortunate 
to offer other possible accommodations being newly built throughout the 
city. 

 

Provisional Sketch of our Campus 

1. Sign Language Center 

2. Media Centre 

3. Humanities Wing 

4. Science Wing 

5. Library  

6. Theatre 

7. Art Studios and Galleries   
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8. Gymnasium (Sport Centre) 

9. Lecturer Halls and Auditorium 

10. Seminar Rooms 

11. Chapel 

12. Dormitories 

13. Canteen 

14. Administration Buildings 

15. Secondary School (Gymnasium) 

16. Park 

 

Financing 

 

Financing the original and running costs of the university would be initially 
met by private donors, EU funds and partially met by student tuition fees. 
After the first graduation of students, the university would decide again if it 
were to choose to be taken over by the authorities, whose costs would be met 
by the Ministry of Education, Science, Youth and Culture in Rhineland-
Palatine and therefore rendering it a public university. 

 

The Society of the European Sign Language University, Bad Kreuznach e.V. 
seeks the financial support of this project particularly through donations and 
sponsors from private companies and foundations. Additional financial 
resources are planned to come from public funding by the state of Rhineland-
Palatine, from the Federal Republic of Germany and the European Union. 

Our project is presently widely publicized in the public domain, through 
conferences and through use of the Internet, especially as regards 
fundraising. 


