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1) Executive Summary 

This report presents an in-depth examination of the linguistic development and social impact of 
Kurdistan Sign Language (KuSL) within the context of the Kurdish Deaf community. With an 
estimated global population of 72 million Deaf individuals, sign languages are vital to Deaf 
culture, yet they often face misunderstanding and marginalization. KuSL, though an integral part 
of Kurdish culture, remains an unrecognized language, which creates significant barriers for 
Deaf individuals in Kurdistan. These barriers include limited recognition by educators and 
government bodies, insufficient access to educational resources, and a lack of support for the 
language’s preservation and development. 

The need for KuSL research was identified through the 2023 KuSL Interpreter Training Pilot 
Program, supported by the U.S. Embassy, Baghdad, under the U.S. Iraq Higher Education 
Partnerships Program, and administered by IREX.1 In collaboration with the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG), this research reveals KuSL’s rich linguistic diversity, emphasizing regional 
variations observed across Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, and Duhok. It underscores the importance of 
acknowledging these variations to ensure an inclusive and accurate representation of the 
language. Additionally, the study identifies critical gaps in Deaf education, including the need for 
specialized teacher training, increased resources, and more culturally relevant educational 
materials. The research also indicates that KuSL is at risk of becoming endangered, with 
younger generations potentially losing proficiency due to insufficient exposure in both home and 
educational environments. 

In response to these challenges, the report provides strategic recommendations aimed at 
fostering the sustainable development of KuSL. These recommendations focus on three primary 
areas: linguistics, education, and sustainability and collaboration. Key proposals include the 
establishment of a Deaf-led linguistic committee to oversee the standardization and 
preservation of KuSL, the development of a comprehensive KuSL dictionary, and the creation of 
curriculum frameworks that reflect the language’s cultural and regional diversity. Furthermore, 
the report advocates for international collaboration to train teachers of deaf students and 
linguists, as well as the integration of technology to enhance language learning and 
accessibility. 

By addressing these critical issues, the proposed actions aim to empower the Kurdish Deaf 
community, preserve KuSL as a vital linguistic and cultural resource, and ensure the long-term 
sustainability of Deaf education in Kurdistan. These efforts are essential to fostering a more 
inclusive society that values and supports the linguistic rights and needs of Deaf individuals. 
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2) Introduction 

Deaf people represent one of the largest populations of individuals with disabilities worldwide, 
with an estimated 72 million Deaf individuals across the globe. Deafness can arise from various 
factors, including genetic conditions, illnesses, and injuries. While sign languages are a 
cornerstone of Deaf communication and culture, they are often misunderstood and stigmatized. 
A common misconception is that sign languages are not "real" languages or that there is a 
single universal sign language used by all Deaf people. In reality, there are over 300 distinct 
sign languages globally, each with its own grammatical structure, syntax, and cultural context.2 

These languages develop organically within Deaf communities, reflecting their unique histories, 
cultures, and geographies.3 Despite this linguistic diversity, only 65% of countries officially 
recognize their native sign languages, leaving many Deaf communities marginalized.4 Kurdistan 
Sign Language (KuSL) is one such unrecognized language, deeply interwoven with Kurdish 
culture but shaped by regional variations, much like spoken Kurdish, making its documentation 
and preservation critically important. 

Sign languages are complex and fully developed linguistic systems, equal in richness and 
structure to spoken languages. However, persistent misconceptions about their validity have 
contributed to significant challenges for Deaf communities, including those in Kurdistan. These 
challenges include limited recognition, insufficient educational resources, and inadequate 
linguistic representation. Attempts to standardize sign languages into a single system have 
been met with criticism, as they risk erasing the unique cultural and regional variations that 
make each language distinct. Furthermore, prevailing language beliefs often create social 
barriers by determining who is included or excluded based on their ability to conform to 
dominant norms and expectations. This further marginalizes those who use language 
differently.5 

This project, initiated by IREX in collaboration with an international Deaf-led team, seeks to 
address these challenges by advocating for an inclusive, culturally responsive protocol for the 
development of KuSL. This report highlights key findings, challenges, and best practices for the 
development of KuSL. By centering the expertise and lived experiences of Deaf communities, it 
aims to enhance linguistic identity, access, and inclusion for Deaf individuals across Kurdistan. 

 

3) Methodology 

The project employed participatory and Deaf-friendly methods to ensure inclusivity and cultural 
relevance. The methodology was led by Dr. Ardavan Guity, a culturally Deaf sign language 
linguist from Iran with extensive experience in Deaf education and sign language research.6 The 
methodology was designed to address the unique challenges of documenting and standardizing 
KuSL.  

Key Steps in the Research Process 

1. Community Engagement 

Building trust was fundamental to the project’s success. Dr. Guity began by meeting virtually 
with seven Deaf committee members from Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, and Duhok, which included 
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representation from the Kurdistan Deaf Association. These initial engagements were vital for 
fostering relationships, addressing community concerns, and maintaining transparency about 
the project’s goals. 

During these meetings, Dr. Guity: 
●​ Introduced himself and explained the purpose of the research. 

●​ Highlighted how the research could benefit the Deaf community by 
supporting language development and accessibility. 

●​ Facilitated discussions to understand the challenges faced in daily 
life, particularly those related to communication access and 
education. 

In addition, Dr. Guity held a session with hearing representatives from 
the Kurdish Regional Government and broader Kurdish community 
members. This session focused on explaining the research process and 
IREX’s role in documenting KuSL, bridging gaps in understanding and 
promoting collaboration. 

2. Data Collection 

The data collection phase was meticulously designed to ensure accessibility, cultural sensitivity, 
and inclusivity. 

Swadesh List and Visual Aids​
A Swadesh list consisting of 100 culturally neutral words served as the foundation for data 
collection. To ensure accessibility, each word was presented in four languages (Sorani, Badini, 
Arabic, and English) accompanied by illustrative pictures. This multilingual and visual approach 
facilitated understanding and allowed participants to engage fully with the process, regardless of 
linguistic background. 

Training for Data Collectors​
To ensure the data collection process was both inclusive and culturally respectful, a specialized 
team was assembled and trained for the task. 

Composition of the Team: 
●​ Deaf Data Collector: A Deaf Kurdish individual fluent in KuSL was trained to lead 

interviews and facilitate communication with participants. Their involvement ensured that 
Deaf participants felt understood, represented, and comfortable sharing their language. 

●​ Hearing Data Collector: A hearing individual fluent in KuSL was trained to assist in 
conducting interviews, complementing the Deaf data collector by managing logistical and 
technical aspects of the process. Additionally, their role focused on collecting interviews 
from hearing participants to ensure comprehensive data representation. 

●​ Technical Support: A second hearing individual was responsible for filming high-quality 
video recordings of the interviews and signing sessions, ensuring the visual data met 
professional standards for analysis. 
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Supporting Roles: 
●​ Female Deaf Support Team: Two female Deaf individuals joined the team, not as 

trained data collectors but as support personnel. Their presence helped create a 
welcoming and safe environment for Deaf participants, ensuring they felt at ease 
throughout the process. 

Interviews and Focus Groups​
Fieldwork was conducted in September 2024 across three cities: Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, and 
Duhok. In each location, six Deaf participants were selected, resulting in a total of 17 
contributors. Gender representation was carefully balanced, with an equal number of male and 
female participants. 

Participants provided signs for the 100 Swadesh words and shared personal narratives, 
detailing their experiences and the challenges they face navigating a predominantly hearing 
society. These stories provided invaluable context for understanding the social and linguistic 
realities of the Deaf community in Kurdistan. 

Photo: An example of a Deaf data collector 
presenting PowerPoint slides to two Deaf 
participants to collect KuSL data. This initiative 
highlights the importance of empowering Deaf 
individuals to actively participate in research 
roles, fostering leadership and ensuring that 
the data collection process is both inclusive 
and representative of the Deaf community's 
experiences and perspectives. 
 

Ethical Practices​
The research prioritized ethical standards and participant rights. Informed consent was integral 
to the process, with consent forms, metadata forms, and video release forms translated into 
KuSL and Sorani. Deaf participants received clear, accessible explanations about the research's 
purpose, their roles, and the use of their contributions. This ensured transparency and fostered 
trust within the community. 

Engagement with Hearing Stakeholders​
Separate sets of questions were developed for representatives from the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) and the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor (MoLSA). Ten committee 
representatives participated in interviews conducted by the in-country hearing data collector. 
Their responses were transcribed into English to provide additional insights into government 
perspectives on KuSL development. 

3. Analysis of Video Data 

The Deaf research team dedicated 65 hours to analyzing the video recordings from the 
interviews. They identified regional variations in signs and examined linguistic patterns 
influenced by factors such as age, gender, and geographic location. The team noted that while 
some signs were consistent across the three cities, others varied significantly. 

To respect participants’ privacy, the original video data was kept confidential. Instead, one Deaf 
Kurdish actor was selected to film a representative set of signs for public dissemination. 
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4. Validation and Recommendations 

The findings were reviewed and validated through consultations with Deaf Kurds in Iraq and an 
international Deaf team based in the United States. A thematic approach was applied to analyze 
qualitative data, which informed the development of actionable recommendations for KuSL 
documentation and training. 

 

4) Key Findings 

1. Linguistic Observations on KuSL 

The analysis of the 100 culturally neutral words revealed: 

●​ Single Variations: 64 words in KuSL were found to have only one variation, indicating 
some level of consistency across regions. 

●​ Multiple Variations: 
○​ 24 words displayed two distinct variations. 
○​ 3 words exhibited three variations, reflecting regional or demographic influences. 

●​ Context-Dependent Variations: For 5 words, the signs changed depending on 
sentence structure or context, showcasing the language's adaptability. 

●​ Nonexistent Signs: For 5 words, participants described the images presented instead 
of using established KuSL signs, indicating gaps in the lexicon. 

●​ Compound, Iconic, and Influenced Signs: Several words were identified as compound 
signs, iconic representations, or derived from sign languages of neighboring countries, 
demonstrating the interplay between KuSL and external linguistic influences. 

These findings highlight KuSL's diversity and its dynamic nature, shaped by geography, 
generational shifts, and societal contexts. Similar to spoken languages, KuSL adapts over time, 
incorporating new vocabulary and grammatical structures to reflect technological and cultural 
changes. Despite natural regional KuSL variations, Deaf participants and MoLSA committee 
members indicated confidence in understanding Deaf Kurds across Kurdistan, relying on 
context clues when needed. They shared that variation is not something to be afraid of or 
eliminate, but to embrace and respect. 

Additionally, most Deaf participants relied on visual aids, such as images on PowerPoint slides, 
due to difficulties in reading written languages. This reliance underscores the importance of 
developing visually accessible learning resources tailored to the Deaf community's needs to 
build future literacy skills. 

2. Generational and Social Influences on KuSL 

Generational and social factors were found to significantly shape KuSL, including: 

●​ Age and Gender: Language variations often corresponded to generational gaps and 
gendered communication styles within the Deaf community.7  

●​ Regional Differences: Signs varied significantly between cities such as Sulaymaniyah, 
Erbil, and Duhok, reflecting local cultural and linguistic influences.8 
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●​ Technology and Cultural Trends: The natural evolution of KuSL mirrors changes in 
society, including the impact of social media, internet communication, and global Deaf 
culture.9 

3. Challenges in Deaf Education in Kurdistan 

The findings also revealed systemic issues in the educational landscape for Deaf individuals: 

●​ Limited Access to Quality Education: 
○​ Exclusion of Deaf Teachers: Deaf educators are rarely employed or paid less and 

have less authority than hearing educators, leading to a reliance on hearing 
educators with limited KuSL proficiency.  

○​ Curriculum Gaps: Existing educational programs do not fully address the needs 
of Deaf learners, particularly in early language acquisition and literacy 
development. A common concern expressed from the KRG and MoLSA 
representatives was the lack of specialized training for the teachers working with 
Deaf students. As one non-Deaf participant noted, “We need university training 
before coming here to teach...lack of sign language knowledge has a 
psychological effect on Deaf students.”  

○​ Resource Shortages: Schools lack essential tools, such as smartboards, 
instructional videos in KuSL, student transportation, and other practical learning 
aids. 

●​ Employment and Leadership Barriers: 
○​ Marginalization: Deaf professionals are often relegated to non-educational roles, 

such as cleaning, rather than being valued as educators or leaders. 
○​ Career Stagnation: Limited opportunities for advancement contribute to job 

insecurity and discourage Deaf professionals from voicing concerns. 
●​ Cultural and Linguistic Representation: 

○​ Inaccurate Resources: Existing printed KuSL dictionaries lack sufficient input 
from Deaf linguistic experts and do not reflect regional variations or visual aids. 

○​ Lack of Role Models: The absence of Deaf teachers and leaders in all 
classrooms deprives students of essential cultural and linguistic role models. 

●​ Community and Policy Gaps: 
○​ Parent Education: Many parents are unaware of the importance of early sign 

language exposure, leading to language deprivation that affects cognitive and 
social development.10 

○​ Outdated Educational Practices: Educational approaches often prioritize hearing 
integration or medical interventions, such as placing Deaf children in hearing 
classrooms or using cochlear implants, over culturally Deaf perspectives. 

○​ Policy Deficiencies: Despite the KRG aligning its disability policies with Iraq’s 
ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (UN CRPD) in 2013, significant gaps remain in specifically supporting 
Deaf individuals’ access to quality education, employment, and communication 
resources. While the KRG has enacted legislation such as Law No. 22 of 2011 
and Law No. 8 of 2021, aimed at improving the opportunities and services for 
persons with disabilities, implementation challenges persist.11 These challenges 
include a lack of tailored Deaf educational programming, insufficient Deaf 
employment support, and limited access to qualified sign language interpreters. 
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4. KuSL’s Vulnerability 

According to UNESCO’s classification of endangered languages framework, KuSL is considered 
severely endangered.12 KuSL faces significant threats to its continued use, particularly among 
younger generations. Many deaf children do not use KuSL at home or school, and most 
teachers lack proficiency in KuSL skills. Also, there is little support for hearing parents of deaf 
children to learn KuSL, further delaying language acquisition at an early age. This lack of 
consistent exposure puts the future of KuSL at risk, as younger generations are increasingly 
losing fluency.7 However, when Deaf individuals gather, they share visual language, culture, and 
solidarity, creating opportunities to preserve and strengthen KuSL. 

 

5) Recommendations 
To ensure the sustainable development and preservation of KuSL, tailored recommendations 
are provided for three key areas: linguistics, education, and sustainability and collaboration. 
These initiatives prioritize Deaf community ownership, leadership, inclusivity, and long-term 
impact while addressing the unique challenges faced by the Kurdish Deaf community. 

Key Area #1: Linguistics 

1. Deaf-Led Language Committee 
Purpose: Form a committee led by Deaf linguists or fluent signers with expertise in sign 
language linguistics. This committee will oversee the development, standardization, and 
preservation of KuSL, ensuring all decisions are grounded in the needs of the Deaf 
Kurdish community. In addition, a joint quarterly check-in with representatives from 
MoLSA, the Ministry of Education, and the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific 
Research (MoHESR) would maintain alignment and open communication channels with 
the KRG. Consider involving the Ministry of Youth and Culture to pursue official language 
recognition.​
 
Responsibilities: 

●​ Verification and Recognition of Signs: Use a participatory approach, enabling 
Deaf individuals from various regions to contribute to selecting and verifying 
signs. This process ensures inclusivity and regional representation. 

●​ Recognition of Regional Variations: Acknowledge and integrate diverse 
dialects and sign variations from regions like Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, and Duhok. 

●​ Preservation of KuSL Corpus: Document and preserve older records, 
transcriptions, archives, and linguistics data to ensure the cultural and historical 
richness of KuSL is maintained for future generations.13 

●​ ISO-Code and Ethnologue Inclusion: KuSL was submitted for official inclusion 
in the Ethnologue in September 2024. As of January 2025, the Ethnologue 
committee is still in review and should decide by the end of the year. 
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2. KuSL Dictionary Development 
To create a comprehensive linguistic resource, the dictionary must include more than just 
signs. It should detail KuSL grammar, syntax, and usage. This will aid educators, 
interpreters, and language learners in gaining a deeper understanding of the language. 

Focus Areas: 

●​ Core Vocabulary: Begin with essential, everyday terms, as well as signs used in 
education and professional contexts, to build a practical and functional lexicon. 

●​ Visual Aids: Incorporate videos, visual demonstrations, and regional sign 
variations to ensure accessibility and accuracy. 

●​ Cultural Context and Storytelling: Reflect Kurdish traditions, values, and 
storytelling, enriching the dictionary’s relevance to local life and fostering cultural 
pride. 

Tool for Linguistic Analysis: Use programs like Sign Bank, EUDICO Linguistic 
Annotator (ELAN - a multimedia software that requires transcribing signs with text), etc. 
to analyze and document KuSL grammar and structure with precision.14 

 

Key Area #2: Education 

1.​ Deaf Educators and Linguists’ Training 
Collaborate with international institutions such as Gallaudet University to provide 
immersive training experiences for four to five local Deaf individuals. These participants 
will engage in a semester or year-long program focused on: 

●​ Deaf education strategies; 
●​ Linguistic research and language preservation; and 
●​ Interpreter training and community advocacy. 

Upon their return, these trained individuals will play a dual role by joining the linguistic 
committee and serving as educators and trainers within the community. 

2.​ Curriculum Development 
●​ Integration in Local Education Systems: Partner with schools and universities 

to incorporate KuSL into teaching programs, with a focus on teacher training and 
interpreter proficiency. 

●​ Specialized Educator and Interpreter Training: Provide targeted training to 
enhance the skills of both Deaf and hearing educators in KuSL grammar and 
Deaf-centric teaching methodologies. 

3.​ Access to Technology 
Offer affordable technology and digital tools tailored for the Kurdish Deaf community, 
including KuSL apps and interactive learning platforms, and digital resources to support 
both educators and students in language acquisition. 
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Key Area #3: Sustainability and Collaboration 

●​ Employment in the KRG: Select one Deaf leader per governorate to work full-time for 
the Ministry of Higher Education to develop an interpreter training program, Deaf 
education curriculum, and Deaf employment initiatives. These roles can liaise among the 
other KRG ministries as needed. 

●​ Community-Led Training Programs: Empower local Deaf trainers to ensure the 
continuity and expansion of KuSL education. 

●​ Case Studies and Best Practices: Learn from successful initiatives in regions with 
similar socio-political contexts, such as Iran where Esharani gained recognition through 
Deaf-led advocacy and educational collaboration.6 

 

6) Conclusion 

The findings of this study underscore the urgent need to document and establish a standardized 
process for recording and promoting Kurdistan Sign Language (KuSL) as a vital tool for 
enhancing communication, education, and cultural identity within the Kurdish Deaf community. 
KuSL’s rich linguistic diversity, shaped by regional, generational, and social influences, is a 
testament to its significance as a distinct and evolving language. However, the challenges faced 
by the Deaf community in Kurdistan – ranging from educational inequities to limited access to 
resources – highlight systemic gaps that must be addressed to achieve true inclusion and 
empowerment. 

This research also reveals the profound impact of community-centered approaches. By 
prioritizing Deaf leadership, incorporating regional variations, and fostering collaboration with 
local stakeholders, this initiative has laid the groundwork for sustainable advancements in KuSL 
development and Deaf education. The active participation of the Deaf community, coupled with 
the involvement of hearing allies, ensures that efforts remain inclusive, culturally sensitive, and 
aligned with community needs. 

Call to Action​
To build on this momentum, we encourage immediate and collective action in the following 
areas: 

1.​ Support Deaf Leadership: Establish and fund a Deaf-led language committee to 
oversee the documentation, preservation, and standardization of KuSL. 

2.​ Invest in Education: Collaborate with educational institutions to train teachers of Deaf 
students and interpreters, develop culturally relevant curricula, and integrate KuSL into 
schools and universities. 

3.​ Expand Accessibility: Develop digital tools, visual resources, and comprehensive 
KuSL dictionaries to bridge gaps in communication and learning. 

4.​ Promote Policy Change: Advocate for the recognition of KuSL as an official language 
and ensure legislative support for Deaf education, employment, and linguistic rights. 
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5.​ Foster Collaboration: Encourage partnerships with international Deaf-led 
organizations, leveraging their expertise to strengthen local efforts and share best 
practices. 

By taking these steps, stakeholders can ensure that KuSL not only thrives as a language but 
also serves as a cornerstone for the social and economic inclusion of the Kurdish Deaf 
community. Together, we can empower Deaf individuals to lead fulfilling lives, enriched by 
access to education, communication, and cultural pride. 

 

7) Appendices  

The following materials provide additional context and resources supporting the initiatives 
outlined in this document: 

A.​ References List 
1.​ Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf. Reflections on Kurdish ITP Pilot 

Development: Deaf Leadership and Cross-Cultural Collaboration. 2024.​
 

2.​ National Geographic Society. Sign Language. 2024. 

3.​ The International Organization for Migration (IOM). Deaf People in Iraq, A 
Cultural-Linguistic Minority: Their Rights and Vision for Inclusion. 2022. 

4.​ Deaf Worlds (DDW). Rethinking Inclusive Education: Unpacking Hidden 
Challenges and Risks Affecting Deaf Communities. 2024. 

5.​ Kusters, A., et al. "Sign Language Ideologies: Practices and Politics." In Sign 
Language Ideologies in Practice. Sign Languages and Deaf Communities, vol. 
12, 3-22. De Gruyter Mouton, 2020. 

6.​ Guity, A. Esharani Grammatical Sketch: An Initial Description of the Lexicon and 
Grammar. 2022. 

7.​ Pfau, R., et al. Sign Language: An International Handbook. Berlin: De Gruyter 
Mouton, 2012. 

8.​ Andersson, Y. "Is It Necessary to Create Abbreviations of Signed Languages?" 
Sign Language Studies, 2001. 

9.​ Morris, A. "How a Visual Language Evolves as Our World Does." 2022. 

10.​Hall, W. "What You Don’t Know Can Hurt You: The Risk of Language Deprivation 
by Impairing Sign Language Development in Deaf Children." 2017. 

11.​Sheyaw NGO. The Recent Disability Legislation in Kurdistan Region of Iraq 
(KRI). 2024. 

12.​UNESCO. Classification of Endangered Languages. Retrieved January 15, 2025. 
2010. 
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13.​Himmelmann, N. P. "Language Documentation: What Is It and What Is It Good 
For." In J. Gippert, N.P. Himmelmann, and U. Mosel, Essentials of Language 
Documentation, 1-30. New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 2006. 

14.​Wittenberg, P., et al. "ELAN: A Professional Framework for Multimodality 
Research." In Proceedings of LREC 2006, Fifth International Conference on 
Language Resources and Evaluation, 22-28. Genoa, Italy, May 22-28, 2006. 

B.​ PowerPoint Slides of 100 Swadesh Words 
A visual presentation of the 100 Swadesh words used for collecting data during the 
KuSL research. These slides illustrate the core vocabulary chosen for linguistic analysis 
and comparison. 

C.​ Sample List of KuSL Signs with Regional Variations 
An organized list of KuSL signs, showcasing examples of regional differences in sign 
usage across areas such as Erbil, Sulaymaniyah, and Duhok. This resource highlights 
the linguistic diversity within KuSL. 

D.​ Consent, Metadata, and Video Release Forms 
Copies of forms were provided in English, Sorani, and KuSL, ensuring informed consent 
and proper documentation of participants during data collection and video recordings. 
These include: 

a.​ Consent forms for participants. (English, Sorani, KuSL ) 
b.​ Metadata forms detailing the context of collected signs. (English, Sorani, KuSL) 
c.​ Video release forms authorizing the use of recordings for educational and 

developmental purposes. (English, Sorani, KuSL) 

E.​ PowerPoint Slides – Results of KuSL Video Analysis 
A presentation of findings from the clean video version of KuSL analysis. This includes 
annotated examples, grammar insights, and key observations from the recorded data. 

F. Acknowledgments – Special thanks to the U.S. Embassy Baghdad under the U.S. Iraq​
Higher Education Partnerships Program for supporting this project. 
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