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BRITISH SIGN LANGUAGE (SCOTLAND) BILL 

 

CATHIE CRAIGIE MSP 
 

SUMMARY OF CONSULTATION RESPONSES 
 

Introduction 
 
The intention of the proposal is to make BSL an official language in Scotland. 
The consultation document accompanying the draft proposal for the British 
Sign Language (Scotland) Bill was issued on 9 July 2010 and was open for 
comment until 29 October 2010. A number of late submissions were received 
after the closing date; they were accepted and have been included in this 
analysis.  
 
The consultation document was made available from a link on the Proposals 
for Members Bills webpage on the Scottish Parliament Website: The Scottish 
Parliament: - Bills - Proposals for Members' Bills at 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/bills/membersBills.htm. It was also 
issued to 275 organisations and individuals with an interest in the issue; 
recipients were encouraged to bring the consultation to the attention of 
anyone else they thought might have an interest in the subject matter. 
 
The Member answered requests for up to another 150 copies to be sent out 
either electronically or in hard copy.  
 

Additional Activity 
 
In addition to carrying out the public consultation, Cathie Craigie MSP has 
taken part in a number of activities related to the subject of British Sign 
Language in order to inform the development of this policy. These included: 
 

 Convenership of the Scottish Parliament Cross-Party Group on Deafness  

 Individual meetings with representatives of organisations supporting BSL 
users 

 Meeting and television interview with an organisation supporting and 
providing BSL users online access to news and current affairs 

 Consultation and meeting with the Scottish Trade Union Congress 
Disability Forum 

 

General 
 
In total 486 responses were received; these were made up of the following 
groups:  
 

 427 individuals  

 17 charities 

 11 local authorities  

 6 membership organisations 

 5 MSPs 

 3 Non-departmental public bodies 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/bills/membersBills.htm
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 3 Educational establishments 

 3 Deaf Forums/Clubs/Networks 

 2 Tribunal organisations 

 1 Health Board 

 1 Special Health Board 

 1 Independent Government Agency 

 1 Trade Union 

 1 Care service regulatory body 

 1 Government-funded BSL project 

 1 Telecommunications technology company 

 1 Sign Language Interpretation Agency 

 1 BSL training provider 
 

   Number % 

Support 479 98.55 

Against proposals 4  0.82 

Unsure 1 0.21 

Unclear 2 0.42 

Total 486 100.00 

 

The vast majority of respondents (98%) definitely supported the 

proposals either in whole or in part. Some of the reasons given for 
supporting the proposal included: 
 

 Legal recognition of BSL is essential for equality of access 

 Increased education provision is essential to ensure BSL users/deaf 
people achieve their potential 

 Current lack of access to information and services and interaction causes 
isolation and mental health problems 

 BSL users are discriminated against as they have to use disability 
legislation to access information and services, whilst others do not.  

 
Less than 1% of respondents stated that they did not support the proposals. 
Some of the reasons given included: 
 

 Proposals to compel authorities to produce all literature and train all 
frontline staff in BSL are not cost effective. 

 Costs involved are too onerous in the current financial climate. 
 
One respondent was unsure whether they supported the proposals or not and 
less than 1% were unclear about whether they supported the proposals or 
not. 
 
Petitions 
 
As well as the individual responses detailed above, two petitions were 
submitted.  
 
One, from Evonne Herd, contained 383 signatures supporting the following 
statements: 
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 We believe that British Sign Language should be granted legal 
recognition and protection by the Scottish Government. 

 Deaf people in Scotland should be able to access information and 
support services in BSL 

 The number of people able to use BSL should be increased 

 Parents, grandparents, siblings and other family members of deaf babies 
and toddlers in Scotland should have the opportunity to access free BSL 
classes in order to communicate effectively with the child. 

 
The other, from A. I. MacVicar contained 60 signatures supporting the 
following statements: 
 

 We believe that British Sign Language should be granted legal 
recognition and protection by the Scottish Government. 

 We think deaf people in Scotland should be able to access information 
and services in British Sign Language provided by persons who are deaf 
aware and have BSL skills. 

 British Sign Language should be taught at primary and secondary level to 
all children, in the same way other languages are taught as proposed in 
this Bill. 

 We agree that the parents, grandparents, siblings and other family 
members of deaf babies and toddlers in Scotland should have the 
opportunity to access free BSL classes in order to be able to 
communicate effectively with the child/children. 

 

Responses 
 
The consultation document posed four questions; a summary of the 
responses to each are outlined below. 
 

Question 1 

 
Do you believe British Sign Language should be granted legal 
recognition and protection by the Scottish Government?  
 
The consultation document proposed that the Scottish Government should 
adopt British Sign Language as one of Scotland’s official languages in law.  
 

 Number % 

Support 452 93.0 

Against proposals 4 0.8 

Unsure 1 0.2 

Not answered 29 6.0 

Total 486 100.0 

 
459 (94%) of respondents answered this question. Of those, 99% agreed that 
British Sign Language should be given legal recognition and protection by 
government. Only four respondents (0.8%) disagreed, and one was unsure.  
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The majority of respondents in favour said that it would help to raise 
awareness of BSL and of general issues facing deaf people. The Scottish 
Commission for the Regulation of Care stressed the importance of ensuring 
that “… deaf people have equal access to assessment and they can get 
specialist services to maximise independence, enhance communication and 
help them feel included in everyday life.”1  
 
A very high number also believed that it is essential for equality that BSL is 
given recognition on a par with other modern languages. The Scottish Council 
on Deafness stated “the Scottish Government must consider the views of the 
Deaf Community that this is not a disability issue but one of linguistic 
recognition for BSL as a language in its own right…there is no equality for 
Deaf people when they must use disability legislation and deaf organisations 
to campaign/fight on their behalf to receive the same consideration as those 
whose spoken language is English or Gaelic to access education, health, 
employment, and life in general in Scotland”.2  
 
Many respondents in favour also believed the granting of legal recognition 
and protection to BSL would improve access to information and services for 
deaf people. 
 
Four respondents did not agree that BSL should be given legal recognition 
and protection by government. Reasons given included concerns about costs 
to the public purse and whether the measure would make any material 
difference. Western Isles NHS Board commented that: 
 

The Bill will only serve to confuse the BSL situation, since BSL 
is already a duty under the Disability Discrimination Legislation 
and to bring in this Bill will confuse legislation and cause loop-
holes which will be used to allow BSL to be ignored and the 
duty to make provision for it not taken seriously.3  

 

Question 2 
 

Do you think Deaf people in Scotland should be able to access 
information and services in British Sign Language? 

 
The consultation document proposed that the Bill should place a duty on 
public bodies to translate all information produced in English and community 
languages into BSL and to ensure that all appropriate front line staff are Deaf 
aware and have BSL skills. 

                                                 
1
 Response 408: Scottish Commission for the Regulation of Care. 

2
 Response 405:  Scottish Council on Deafness 

3
 Response 402:  Western Isles NHS Board 
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  Number % 

Support 458 94.06 

Against proposals 4 0.82 

Unsure 0 0.00 

Unclear 0 0.00 

Not answered 24 5.12 

Total 486 100.00 

 
462 (95%) of respondents answered this question. Of those, 99% agreed that 
people should be able to access information and services in British Sign 
Language. It should be noted, however, that it was not always clear whether 
the respondent agreed with the general proposition that deaf people should 
be able to access information and services in BSL, as set out in the question, 
or whether they supported the detail of the proposal which sought to place a 
duty on public bodies to translate all information produced in English and 
community languages into BSL.   
 
The main reason given for supporting access to information and services was 
that users of BSL are not currently treated equally to other minority groups in 
this respect. For example, the view was expressed that speakers of minority 
spoken languages can access or request translations easily whereas BSL 
users have to request it in a suitable format using the Disability Discrimination 
Act 2005 (DDA), and are often refused due to cost considerations. 
 
The British Deaf Association Scotland commented:  
 

We know that public services leaflets and letters are written in 
English and other languages such as Polish, French, German and 
Hindu etc., but there is nothing for BSL users. We feel strongly that 
all of these information leaflets should be translated to BSL so that 
Deaf people whose first language is BSL are able to access this 
information fully, just like other citizens in Scotland … Deaf people in 
Scotland are British citizens and taxpayers; thus we expect to access 
the same information and services as other people in Scotland.4  

 
A number of respondents stressed that this issue is about linguistic access for 
a minority group, not about catering for people with a disability. Many Deaf 
users of BSL are unable to learn English so BSL is their first (and only) 
language and they are discriminated against because public information is not 
provided in a format they can use. Deaf Action commented: 
 

Work carried out by the Scottish Sensory Centre at Moray House 
indicates that Deaf school leavers’ depressed reading age has not 
substantially improved from the 1979 recorded average of around 9 
years of age. It is unrealistic to expect that members of the BSL 
community will be able to access information in English (unlike users 
of other minority languages, they will never be able to HEAR the 
spoken language in order to acquire it). To deny them access is to 

                                                 
4
 Response 409: The British Deaf Association Scotland 
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further marginalise a vibrant and significant Scottish linguistic 
minority.5 

 
One respondent pointed out the difficulties faced by deaf people caused 
by a lack of interpretation facilities. 
 

Deaf people are still told that they should use family and friends to 
interpret for them, including their children. Would you be happy 
taking your 10 year old son to a doctor’s appointment where you 
are told that you have suffered a miscarriage? Or taking your 15 
year old daughter to a GP appointment where you are told that 
you have prostate cancer?6 
 

Four respondents stated that BSL users already have the right to request 
information in BSL under the DDA and that to expect public authorities to 
produce all information and services in BSL would not be cost-effective given 

the low level of demand.  

 
A number of organisations, whilst supporting the principle of translating all 
information and of training frontline staff in BSL, stressed that this would have 
considerable resource implications and investment would be needed in 
training and interpreters to enable this to happen. 
 
RNID Scotland commented:  

 
Whilst our commitment to the principle is clear, we diverge from the 
proposal in the consultation to introduce a duty on public bodies to 
translate all information produced into English into BSL. We are 
unaware of this being a legal requirement for any other legally 
recognised languages including Gaelic, so are unclear why this 
provision should be made specifically for BSL … we do not believe 
this specific proposal is achievable or affordable.7 

 
RNID Scotland suggested, instead, that information should be translated on 
request, a view shared by the National Deaf Children’s Society. 

 
Additionally, some respondents made the point that not all deaf people are 
BSL users and that all deaf people should have the same opportunities to 
access information in order to ensure equality. 
 

Question 3 
 

How can the number of people able to use British Sign Language be 

increased? 

 
The consultation proposed that there should be provision for BSL to be used 
in pre-school settings and taught at primary and secondary level for all 
children, in the same way other languages are taught. To achieve this, the 

                                                 
5
 Response 445: Deaf Action. 

6
 Response 367: Wladyslaw Mejka. 

7
 Response 439: RNID Scotland. 
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Member also proposes changes are made to teacher training qualifications to 
increase the opportunities for deaf and hearing people to gain a qualification 
in teaching, and proposes that the BSL should be developed as a higher 
education subject.  
 
459 out of 486 (94%) respondents answered this question and various 
suggestions were made. Nine per cent of those who answered, however, 
simply answered “yes” to this question and did not make any suggestions. 
 
The most popular measure was that British Sign Language should be added 
to the school curriculum at both primary and secondary school level; this was 
suggested by 60% of respondents. A further 14% believed it should also be 
added to the curriculum for pre-school children and carried on throughout 
primary and secondary education.  
 
Common reasons given included that it would: 

 Raise the status of BSL as a language in its own right 

 Improve understanding of deaf issues amongst the wider community  

 Improve integration of deaf people into the community 

 Improve emotional literacy and wellbeing of deaf children  

 Open up BSL interpreting as a career path, increasing the number of 
tutors, both deaf and hearing 

 
Many respondents specifically felt that introducing BSL into pre-school 
settings would be of great benefit to deaf children given that language 
develops most rapidly at this age.   
 
Janice McNeill, the Principal of Donaldson’s school for children who are deaf 
or have communication difficulties, stated that adding BSL to the mainstream 
curriculum from pre-school age would “…be a huge step forward in helping 
deaf children to be integrated into society while greatly assisting them in 
developing emotional literacy and wellbeing.”8 
 
Alison Findlay, Senior Manager of Authority Wide Services at East Ayrshire 
Council, also supported teaching BSL from pre-school and cited an example 
from a high school in her authority area. 
 

Within East Ayrshire, Grange Academy offers BSL as an elective 
class to 1st years, 2 years ago. The uptake was good and some 
have now gone on to undertake a more formal qualification… The 
course is also on offer to deaf pupils in the school, giving them the 
opportunity to obtain qualifications in their own language, which 
could lead to more BSL tutors in the future.” 9  

 
Nicholas Padden-Duncan made the point that BSL is more likely to be used in 
Scotland than many languages taught in schools, such as Latin and French, 
stating “Most hearing people meet a Deaf, BSL-using person at some point in 

                                                 
8
 Response 428: Donaldson’s. 

9
 Response 424: East Ayrshire Council. 
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their lives. For that reason alone, BSL is a more useful language than any 
foreign language currently being taught in Scotland’s schools.”10  
 
A couple of respondents expressed concern about BSL being added to the 
school curriculum. Reasons included that it would not be of great benefit and 
a waste of public funds, and that the resources do not exist to support this 
measure. Others expressed concern that, should BSL be made a compulsory 
part of the curriculum, it would divert resources away from other forms of 
learning support. Concern was also expressed that there are currently not 
enough teachers qualified to a high enough level in BSL to make this a viable 
option.    
 
Increased training provision for BSL was another popular suggestion for 
increasing the number of BSL users. Twenty per cent of respondents wanted 
BSL lessons to be made more widely available, whether that is via schools, 
FE/HE institutions or evening classes. A large number also wanted to see 
more affordable and better quality training available. Five per cent stated that 
the qualifications infrastructure needed to be developed. Six respondents 
wished to see free courses made available to all. 
 
Other suggestions related to training included: 
 

 Increase training in BSL and general deaf awareness in workplaces. 
Some respondents specified training for public servants or staff in public 
facing roles such as social workers, health workers and nursery nurses.  

 Train more teachers/interpreters of BSL including deaf people. 

 Include in teacher training including early years training.   
 
In addition, there were several other suggestions made, as follows:  
 

 Efforts need to be made to raise public awareness of BSL and the issues 
deaf people face (some specify via advertising)  

 Television companies should show/be given a duty to show more signed 
programmes  

 Government funding should be increased to provide more BSL courses   

 All deaf children should be taught, or have the opportunity to learn, BSL 
from early age 

 Health professionals should encourage parents of deaf and hearing 
impaired children to explore all options available to their child, including 
learning BSL.   

 

Question 4 
 

Do you agree that the parents, grandparents, siblings and other family 
members of deaf babies and toddlers in Scotland should have the 
opportunity to access free BSL classes in order to be able to 
communicate effectively with the child?  

 

                                                 
10

 Response 462: Nicholas Padden –Duncan. 
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The consultation proposed that free BSL classes should be available to family 
members of deaf children, citing the example of a similar scheme in Sweden.  
 

 Number % 

Support 453 93.03 

Against proposals 1 0.21 

Unsure 0  

Unclear 0  

Not answered 32  6.76 

Total 486 100.00 

 
454 (93%) respondents answered this question. Of those, all but one agreed 
that free classes should be offered to family members of deaf babies and 
toddlers. The main reasons given were that: 
 

 The vast majority of Deaf children are born to hearing parents with no 
knowledge of BSL and so no effective means of communicating with their 
child and introducing them to language. 

 Teaching of BSL needs to start at a very early age to avoid 
disadvantaging the child in later life. 

 Families need to be able to communicate with their child to give them the 
best chance in life and making them pay for classes can exclude poorer 
families. 

 
While supporting the idea in principle, many respondents made the point that 
there are currently not enough teachers/trainers in BSL to enable this to 
become a reality. Additionally, a number, while agreeing that it would be 
beneficial, believed the cost of providing free classes such as this would be 
prohibitive. 
 
Only one respondent explicitly opposed this proposal on the grounds that 
costs incurred would take resources away from other services.  

 

Additional Issues 
 
Deafblind Scotland Questionnaire 
 
Deafblind Scotland issued a questionnaire which included the original four 
consultation questions and four additional questions related to provisions for 
Deafblind people. Six responses to this questionnaire were submitted and the 
answers to the original questions are included in the body of this summary. 
 
The responses to the additional questions were that 100% (6) of the 
respondents agreed that: 
 

 “Whatever is agreed and achieved for Deaf people should be put in 
place for Deafblind people who suffer the same problems.  

 “The Government needs also to look at what is available for Deafblind 
people in the Scandinavian countries where they have as a right a 
number of hours of guide/communicator service per week to allow 
them to access information in their own tactile language”. 
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 “The government needs to make special arrangements for Deafblind 
people who can no longer see their own indigenous visual language” 

 “The Deafblind Manual Alphabet and Deafblind awareness should be 
taught in schools”. 

 

Summary 
 
Ninety-four per cent of all respondents agreed that BSL should be granted 
legal recognition in law. The main reasons given were that it would help raise 
awareness of issues facing deaf people and that it is essential for equality 
that BSL is given recognition on a par with local languages. 
 
Ninety-four per cent of respondents agreed that people should be able to 
access information and services in BSL. The main reasons given were that 
BSL users should have the right to be treated equally to speakers of other 
minority languages in this regard. However, a significant number of 
organisations believed that considerable additional resources would be 
needed to achieve the proposal’s stated aim of providing all information and 
services in BSL and that there should be a duty on public authorities to 
provide information only on request. 
 
60% or respondents agreed with the proposal that BSL should be added to 
the school curriculum, with a further 14% stating that it should be added as 
early as pre-school. Other suggestions included providing more accessible 
and affordable BSL classes and developing the qualifications infrastructure to 
enable more teachers and interpreters to be trained, particularly amongst the 
deaf community. 
 
Ninety-three per cent of respondents agreed that family members of deaf 
babies and toddlers should be offered free BSL classes. The main reasons 
given were that the vast majority of deaf children are born to hearing parents 
with no means of communication with their child, and therefore it is essential 
that all such families are given the opportunity in order to give their child the 
best start in life. A large number of respondents, whilst agreeing with this 
proposal in principle, stressed that there are currently not enough BSL 
teachers/trainers interpreters or financial resources to enable this to happen. 
 

Conclusions 

 
The responses to consultation have provided a number of ideas that the 
member will consider and use to further develop the policy before completing 
the drafting of the bill. 

 

NEBU 

March 2011 


