Supporting Deaf Children: Building a World of Inclusion
Thankyou Tracy, (SIGN) Good Evening my name is Charis Brooks and tonight/today I will be talking to you about deafness in young people and children.
Deafness is a partial or complete inability to hear. It can range from mild hearing loss to total absence of hearing (profound deafness) in one or both ears (World Health Organisation, 2025). Deafness may be present at birth (congenital) or acquired later in life due to factors such as aging, noise exposure, injury, infection, or certain medical conditions (hearingaid.org.uk, 2025). 
Refer to the model
Ill start by explaining how the ear works in simple terms to give you a basic understanding that I hope to have built on by the end of my talk.
According to the National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders (2022) hearing begins with the outer ear, or pinna, which captures sound waves and channels them through the ear canal to the eardrum, causing it to vibrate. These vibrations are amplified by three small bones in the middle ear the malleus, incus, and stapes and transmitted through the oval window into the cochlea. 
The cochlea contains hair cells that respond to fluid movement by generating electrical signals (Hopkins, 2019). These signals are then carried by the auditory nerve to the brain, where they are interpreted as sound. Effective hearing relies on the proper functioning of all components within this auditory pathway (National Deaf Children's Society, 2025a).
 Arrow part
According to Auditory Verbal UK (2014) sensorineural hearing loss refers to impairment originating in the inner ear, typically resulting from dysfunction of the cochlea, the auditory nerve, or the neural pathways connecting the two. This form of hearing loss is generally irreversible and permanent. However, conductive hearing loss occurs when sound transmission through the outer or middle ear to the inner ear is obstructed or inefficient (Cleveland Clinic, 2024). 
Common causes include physical blockages, such as earwax in the external auditory canal, or fluid accumulation in the middle ear, a condition frequently observed in young children and known as otitis media with effusion (commonly referred to as glue ear) (Kesser, 2024). 
While conductive hearing loss is often temporary and treatable, ENT Health (2025) suggests it may be permanent in certain cases, such as in individuals with Microtia, a congenital malformation characterized by underdevelopment of one or both external ears. 
Diagnosis:
National Deaf Children's Society (2024b) state that it is crucial to test and identify deafness in babies by conducting a newborn screening which is a standard test given to newborn babies in the UK. Newborn hearing screening is a vital early diagnostic process designed to detect hearing impairments shortly after birth. It typically involves two tests: the Automated Otoacoustic Emission (AOAE) test and the Automated Auditory Brainstem Response (AABR) test. 
According to the NHS (2024) the AOAE test is usually conducted first and involves placing a soft-tipped probe in the infant’s ear to measure the cochlea’s response to clicking sounds. A lack of clear response does not necessarily indicate permanent hearing loss and may result from temporary factors such as background noise, restlessness, or fluid in the ear.
If necessary, the British Society of Audiology (2019) suggest that the AOAE is repeated or followed by the AABR test, which uses sensors placed on the baby’s head to assess neural responses to sound stimuli delivered through headphones. This test is routinely administered to infants who have spent over 48 hours in a Special Care Baby Unit or are at higher risk of hearing loss. 
Early identification through these screenings is crucial, as it enables timely intervention and support, which are essential for optimal speech, language, and cognitive development (Hearts for Hearing, 2025).
Challenges:
According to Deaf Child Worldwide (2021), deaf individuals encounter numerous barriers that hinder their full participation in society, many of which stem from a lack of awareness and systemic neglect.
 A fundamental issue is the widespread lack of awareness regarding deafness and the various modes of communication available, such as sign language, lip-reading, and written communication (RNID, 2025). 
This knowledge gap often results in uncertainty about how to interact appropriately with deaf individuals and where to access essential services, such as sign language interpretation (Cookey-Gam,2025). Consequently, opportunities for meaningful engagement and inclusion are frequently missed (World Health Organisation, 2025).
An additional barrier to supporting young children with deafness is the limited access to language acquisition and assistive technologies suggests Deaf Child Worldwide (2021). 
The majority of deaf children are born into hearing families, and without early identification and intervention, they may not be exposed to sign language during critical periods of cognitive and linguistic development (Terry and Rance, 2023). 
In some cases, parents may struggle with denial or lack the resources and information needed to support their child’s communication needs, resulting in delayed language development (Embang, 2024). 
Additionally, UNICEF (2024) suggests that socioeconomic disparities further these challenges. Children from poverty stricken or harsh backgrounds often face restricted access to hearing aids, cochlear implants, or specialized educational support. This lack of early linguistic and technological access can have long-term consequences on the child’s educational attainment, social integration, and psychological well-being.
 
Sign Language 
National Deaf Children's Society (2025c) state that sign language in the UK, specifically British Sign Language (BSL), is the primary language used by many deaf individuals within the British deaf community. 
According to One Education (2024) BSL plays a critical role in supporting deaf children by providing them with accessible language from an early age, which is essential for cognitive, emotional, and social development. For deaf children, especially those born into hearing families, early exposure to BSL can help prevent language deprivation, promote healthy brain development, and enhance their ability to communicate effectively (National Deaf Children's Society, 2025c). 
Furthermore, BSL enables deaf children to access education, build relationships, and participate fully in society. When used in educational settings alongside inclusive teaching practices, BSL can significantly improve learning outcomes and self-esteem for deaf pupils (Royal Association for Deaf people, No date).
The recognition of BSL as a legally recognized language in the UK achieved through the British Sign Language Act 2022 also underscores its importance and recognises the rights of deaf individuals, including children, to access services, education, and support in their preferred language (Legislation.gov, 2022).
Hearing aids and implants
Supporting deaf children through technological interventions such as hearing aids, cochlear implants, and hearing assistance devices plays a critical role in promoting their communication and educational development (National Deaf Children's Society, 2025c).
Hearing aids amplify sound and are suitable for children with residual hearing, while cochlear implants can provide access to sound for those with severe to profound hearing loss by directly stimulating the auditory nerve (Penta, 2025). Alternatively, cochlear implants do not make sounds louder like a hearing aid, but they target the stimulation of the auditory nerve directly (Cochlear, no date).These tools, when integrated with early intervention and language support, can significantly improve speech, language acquisition, and academic outcomes for deaf children.

Questions and Answers:
Tracy- How long does it typically take to identify and diagnose deafness in young children in the UK, including Wales?
In the United Kingdom, including Wales, the Newborn Hearing Screening Programme (NHSP)as I mentioned is designed to identify permanent childhood hearing loss as early as possible, ideally within the first few weeks of life. The national standard recommends that all babies should complete screening by 4–5 weeks of age. Following initial screening, any babies who do not pass are referred for diagnostic audiological assessment, which should occur by 3 months of age. 
Early identification is critical, as evidence shows that early diagnosis preferably by 3 months, with intervention by 6 months significantly improves language, social, and cognitive outcomes. 
Sophia- What are the financial challenges for families in Wales when accessing hearing aids and cochlear implants for children?

In Wales, hearing aids are provided free of charge to children through the National Health Service (NHS), including fitting, maintenance, and batteries. Similarly, cochlear implants and related surgical procedures are also available on the NHS following assessment and eligibility criteria. Nonetheless, financial challenges persist for families, particularly those living in poverty. These challenges include indirect costs such as travel expenses to audiology centres (which may be significant in rural areas), time off work for repeated appointments, and out-of-pocket costs for accessories or replacement parts. For families on low incomes, costs that build up quickly can become a barrier to consistent and effective use of hearing devices. 
Christie- What is the current situation regarding access to British Sign Language (BSL) interpreters for deaf children and their families in Wales?

Access to qualified British Sign Language (BSL) interpreters in Wales remains a significant challenge, particularly for families with deaf children who rely on signed communication. While BSL is increasingly recognised in policy most notably with the passage of the British Sign Language Act 2022 in the UK like I said before, but provision of interpreters remains inconsistent across Welsh regions. 
There is a recognised shortage of registered BSL interpreters in Wales, with rural and bilingual (Welsh/English) areas particularly underserved. This shortage affects not only healthcare and audiology services, but also educational settings, early years interventions, and family support initiatives.
 Moreover, the limited availability of interpreters with specialist skills in working with children or in educational contexts further restricts effective communication support. Addressing this gap requires investment in interpreter training, improved career pathways, and integration of BSL within early years services to ensure that deaf children and their families receive linguistically and culturally appropriate support. 
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